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I picked sea shells on the beach with you, I walked hand in hand with you, and we cooled our  
aching feet in the cool blue waters of the Atlantic ocean. And at that moment I felt love, and that  
love was the answer I had been searching for my whole life.
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Chapter 1

The beginning
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21st February 2008. Northern Sweden.
“Dad” I said quietly into the phone.
“Yes?”
“It's finished!”
“What? Oh well done!”
Little did I know that the book I had spent the last four years writing was far from finished. It  

didn't mean that I had all the answers in the universe, although at that point I thought I did.
Cleverly, I had written “the beginning”, on the last page of the book, but really, I didn't think it  

was the beginning, it was the end. After all, I had just written over a thousand pages of enlightening 
stuff! I knew what I was talking about. I was a genius. I had written a work of epic proportions that 
was going to change the world. People would know my name the world over. And although I had 
written “do not listen to me or anyone else, secretly, I wanted everyone to listen to me.

But how was I going to be this enlightened guru that I was setting myself up to be? I still drank 
alcohol,  smoked, had a girlfriend, had sex,  got angry when I didn't  get what I wanted,  needed 
money, and was still married. In fact I, plain old Alan Orr, a 38 year old nobody from Glasgow, with 
a patchy track record in managing money, work, and relationships, was about as far from a guru as 
was humanly possible. I had emotional problems, still suffered from anxiety and panic attacks, had 
unhealthy addictions, and couldn't hold down a job, even when I desperately needed money.

But I wasn't like everyone else, was I? I had written a three volume “personal journey into what 
it truly means to be human.” I was above everyone, wasn't I?

But how was I going to reconcile the writer of the words in the book, with this deeply flawed 
character that was going to have to live in the “real” world? How was I going to live up to the high 
standards I had set for myself in the book?
At this point I began to get worried. 

“I need to go to Australia,” I said to my girlfriend. “I need to get a divorce. How can I write that  
marriage is a bad thing and still  be married?” One week later I was back in Melbourne, set on 
divorcing the girl I still loved, and had left to find myself.

“This is strange, seeing you again” she said to me on our first meeting since I flew out in tears in 
March 2006. “I didn't think I'd ever see you again. You haven't changed a bit.”

But I had changed, hadn't I? I wasn't the person I had been. I was different. Or was I? Sure I  
thought  more  deeply  about  “important”  stuff;  The  dire  condition  of  humanity,  the  futility  of 
pursuing a capitalist lifestyle, the harm we were causing to the environment, the animals, and to 
each other, but had I really changed? And if I had why couldn't she see it?

As we sat drinking espressos in the same bar we had drank in scores of times before, I could see  
that she was still hurt, still angry at me.

“This is really hard,” she said.
“I know. I'm really sorry I hurt you.”
OK, so I meant it, but only in the way that that was what I thought I was supposed to say in a 

situation like this. There was still no connection between my brain and my heart. I still couldn't  
“feel”. In the book I had talked of love and compassion being the way, but love and compassion 
were still just concepts in my mind. I was still completely closed emotionally. And it is only now, 
three years later that I really understand that.

Several days later, I drank vodka and happily filled in my divorce applications with one of my 
wife's best friends, who had split from her husband around the same time we had.

She is now happily remarried to someone new and I'm still married, although we never got back 
together. Somehow we never got around to filing the divorce papers. I didn't want to pay the six 
hundred dollar court fees, and after supporting me financially for two years, probably neither did 
she!

So here I am on my forty second birthday, back in my mothers house in England, still penniless, 
still married, but for the first time in my life, truly happy, and this is the story of how I got here.
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Chapter 2

Ego, and Denial
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“Denial is a river in Africa and there's a lot of it going on around here” my hypnotherapist once 
quipped to me on hearing me describe myself as a chilled out relaxed sort of guy. And five years 
later, it seemed nothing had changed!

When  I  finished  “the  natural  mind  -  waking  up”  I  wanted  to  DO something,  to  make  the 
philosophy “LIVE.” The problem was, I had no money and no idea what I wanted to do. So I went 
against everything I believed in, and set up an organisation, “the natural mind project”, to get the 
ball rolling. People would join in, collaborate on new projects, donate vast sums of money, land,  
and anything else I  wanted,  after  all,  I  was  the writer  of “the natural  mind -  waking up”,  the  
definitive book on de-constructing what it meant to be human. People would love my new project.

Three  years  later,  the  organisation  is  no  more,  someone  has  registered  the  lapsed 
“thenaturalmindproject.org” domain as a German porn links site, donations totalled approximately 
£150 pounds (mostly from my Mum), and I am no longer interested in helping people change.

But back in 2008, that is precisely what I was trying to do, by engineering a way to manipulate  
people into changing. Not manipulation in a bad way you understand! Just gently planting a seed. 
But no one was interested.

The book was being downloaded over a thousand times a day from the free sites I had uploaded 
it to in accordance with my wishes that the work should be made available to everyone, not just  
people who could afford to buy it.

The problem was, I had no money coming in, no one was interested in supporting me, except my 
girlfriend and my long suffering mother, whose limited resources were being drained by me, all in 
the name of saving the world from themselves. Sure people liked the book and most people said 
very nice things about me and the work itself, but as a good friend told me, “this project is a trap  
created by your own ego.”

“Huh? Ego? Me?” That wasn't what I was about at all was it? I just wanted to make a difference, 
to be noticed that I was actually doing something, anything. So I created T-shirts for sale with clever 
philosophical quotes from the book, and planned all sorts of new projects on everything from solar 
cooking weeks to an evolving book project where people could contribute to a new work, which 
would help people the world over, change, and become enlightened.

But less than one year on, after exhausting my girlfriend's finances and her patience, I summarily 
dumped her, and settled back into living with my mother. It was easier, as she never questioned 
when I would be getting a job, or how I would finance my next project.

Even when the number of members on the website still did not exceed 12 I wasn't deterred.  
“People  just  need  time  to  read  the  book,  then  they'll  want  to  get  involved”  I  thought 

optimistically. But they never came.
So  I  set  up  new projects,  never  worrying  about  the  dire  financial  state  I  was  in  or  active 

contributing members. “Everything will work out, it just needs time” I told my Mum when she said  
it was getting ridiculous that she was paying for a project whose underlying principles were not 
based around money!

If the book was no good, then why would hundreds of thousands of people be downloading it, 
and saying all these nice things about me? So in vain, I tried to recruit new members  by advertising 
on Facebook to get “fans” for my page. Sure, I got over 1350 fans in the first week, but in 2011 
there are 338 “fans.” One or two of whom clicked “like” when I wrote something on the wall, or  
published a new short video.

The numbers just didn't add up. I had created a great work of art (as someone called it) yet no 
one was interested in doing anything to help me. The problem was, I wasn't sure what I wanted to  
do either. I didn't want to set up a charity to save poor African children, or save the rainforests; I just 
wanted people to wake up, and see what they were doing to themselves, and to each other.

“Some people have one pebble to move and others have a million” said a friend who was also a 
Buddhist monk, “you have to let people come to it on their own.”

But I wasn't going to wait. The world had to change, and it had to change now!
I was angry. I was impatient. Why could people not see that they had to change? I failed to 
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remember what I had written that no one could force you to change, that you had to gain insight 
into yourself, and become self aware before you could change.
This was the old Alan Orr thinking, not the Alan Macmillan Orr who had created the words in the 
book. The old Alan Orr was greedy, and arrogant, and impetuous, and here he was rearing his ugly 
head again. I even used my hated middle name so that I would have better Google rankings!

I was desperate, so desperate for success at any cost that I failed to notice that I was crashing 
through  life  again,  using  any  means  necessary  to  promote  myself  so  that  the  major  media 
organisations  would notice me,  and interview me on national  television,  that  I  began to  forget 
everything I had written.

I  was now borrowing lots  of  money just  to  keep going,  and to  pay for  the ever  increasing 
amounts of alcohol I was drinking again.

I hated where I was living, I hated the society I was in, I hated my friends for being to stupid to 
realise what they were doing, I hated myself for giving the book away for free, especially when I 
saw people (legitimately) selling cd's of the free audio book on Ebay! Of course they could sell it, I 
had released it into the public domain, free of copyright. I had ignored advice from friends and 
family to protect my work, and for the first time in my life, didn't really care whether I lived or died.

Nothing was working the way I had planned. How could I be so stupid. I thought I had worked 
everything out, and here I was, trapped by the very work that was supposed to have set me free.

How could I go back to being plain Alan Orr I asked myself, how could I escape the trap I had  
set for myself of putting myself on a pedestal, above everyone else. How could I be free of the  
author Alan Macmillan Orr?

By the end of 2009 I hated him, like I hated everybody else – the meat eaters, the politicians,  
charities, banks, big companies, armies, criminals, anyone who did not follow my way of thinking. I 
started to worry that I was losing my mind, and turned once again to the only friend who had ever 
consoled me in times of stress – beer.

I never once considered that it was my own ego, my feeling of self importance that was causing 
the trouble. I never once considered that I was Alan Orr and Alan Macmillan Orr. That I and the 
author of the words were one and the same, and so I blamed everyone else for making me feel this 
way.

I blamed where I lived, my parents for not supporting me more, my friends for not understanding 
me better, and finally, the readers of the book for not donating money to me. I was in crisis but I  
couldn't see it. I was on a slippery slope into depression wallowing in my own self pity. But I liked  
it. It made me feel good to feel angry and bitter again, especially as it was justified (in my mind).
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Chapter 3

Dark Days
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How had this happened? How did I end up with all this insight into the nature of things, yet be back 
living with my Mum, going down to the pub every night, and not have a penny to my name?

I  had  forced  myself  out  to  the  very  edge  of  society  psychologically,  but  was  living  in  a 
fashionable riverside town in Southern England. I criticised the consumer society yet gave up caring 
about everything I believed in. None of it mattered, I kept reminding myself, one day the sun would 
use up all its resources and the Earth would be consumed in a giant fireball! That gave me hope that  
going against all my beliefs was actually neither here nor there in the great scheme of things.

I still talked a good game but I talked it in the local pub or coffee shop, telling people they were 
wrong to eat meat, that being vegetarian was the only ethical choice, cleverly telling people, “if God 
created the world and the animals through love, and the animals had their lives taken away through 
an act of violence, then by consuming their flesh then we ourselves become the violence.”

The only problem was, I was telling the locals in the pub, not talking at a peace conference at the 
United Nations.

I woke one morning in September 2009 in the darkest mood. I realised right then that I could not  
live in this world. That I was so far removed from society that it was impossible to keep living. I did 
not believe in the money system yet relied on it. I did not believe in banks but used my Mum's  
account to put money into, I did not believe in consumerism but bought new gadgets all the same 
(because I needed them you see). I did not believe in individual property ownership but lived in a 
house paid for by my parents. I wanted everyone to buy local but ate food from all over the world.  
My only “friends” I saw all the time were people who drank in the local pub.

“Face it Alan, you're screwed” I said to myself.
I wanted to run away right there and then, but I had no money. I didn't want to get a job as I  

would be contributing to a society I hated. I didn't want the government to take tax from me to 
spend on weapons and war.

“You are psychologically and physically trapped by your own belief system” my mind told me. 
“There's no way out.”

“What  the  fuck am I  going to  do?”  I  asked my poor  Mum.  “I  fucking hate  it  here,  I  hate 
everything here, you have to lend me some money to go away.”

“What? I'm not made of money. I can't keep lending you cash I don't have, I'm going to end up in 
the poor house, I've got bills, and .....”

“Well, fuck you.”
And I walked down to the pub.
“How could she not lend me money? She's got plenty...” I thought to myself as I walked down 

the road.
“Hi Alan, how are you?” Asked one of my drinking buddies at the pub.
“Oh, fine” I lied.
Drunker and drunker I got, week after week, until finally I got so drunk one night that I was 

taken into the drunk tank for the night. 
I couldn't remember anything from the night before, but I was told by the police officer who 

cautioned me the next morning, that I was found wandering around in a car park with no clue who I 
was or why I had my trousers round my ankles.

That day, I felt fear. True fear. What had happened to me? What had happened to the confident 
optimistic guy who had written a book that was helping people (so they told me) all over the world? 
What happened to the person who had volunteered at a monastery, who had given free massage to  
hundreds of people to help them. What happened to the person who vowed to dedicate his life to the 
service of others? “Service of others? Fuck them,” I thought. “Fuck all of them. Who's here to help 
me!? No one. No one cares about me. No one cares what happens to me. No one gives a shit.”

This of course wasn't true. Many people cared deeply for me, but I shut them out. All I could see 
was that I was alone, penniless, with no girlfriend, living with my Mum.

“You created this” one of my enlightened friends told me one day. “You create everything”.
“Yeah and fuck you too,” I thought to myself. Noting that I shouldn't call him for a while.
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“Why does nobody understand me! Why does nobody know what I'm going through? Why won't 
anyone help me?”

I consoled myself by watching depressing films, listening to dark music, and generally closed 
myself down to anyone and everyone. I deleted my email accounts for the natural mind project, 
deleted the websites and the translation of the book website that people had been hard at work 
contributing to. I wanted no contact with anyone, yet my close friends persisted (thankfully) and 
patiently listened when I poured out my thoughts to them, and said nothing even when I criticised 
them and their lifestyles.

These were truly the darkest days I had ever experienced, and there seemed no end in sight. 
Having insight is a lonely path, but it was a path I was determined to endure alone, determined to 
suffer as much as was humanly possible.

I cried most days, only out of self pity, not sorrow for the terrible state the human world was in. I 
had no compassion nor love for anyone nor anything.

How I wished I could go back to “old me” and forget all that I had experienced and learned.
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Chapter 4

Out of the shadows
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At the beginning of 2010, still thoroughly depressed, I decided to start writing again, though what  
about, I didn't have a clue.

“Mum, I'm going to Australia and Thailand” I announced one morning.
“Oh how are you going to pay for it?” She asked.
“Can I borrow....”
So off I went, with money in my wallet, laptop in hand, back to Melbourne.
I don't know why I went back to Australia, but somehow it felt comfortable. I would be staying 

with a good friend, and I would get to see my wife again. I just needed to be around people who 
knew me well, people who wouldn't judge me, people who liked me.

Of course I didn't start writing, I just sat around the beach and went for coffee a lot. One month 
later I announced I was off to Thailand (to start writing you understand). The plane took off, and as  
I settled into my special vegetarian meal and a movie, thought to myself, “this is going to be good”.

On arrival in Thailand, I went to Pai, a small tourist resort north of Chiang Mai, rented a house 
and a scooter, opened up my laptop to start writing, realised I didn't know what I was going to write  
about and promptly closed it and headed off to the bar.

“What do you do?” asked one of the backpacker girls that night.
“Oh,  I'm a writer,  I  wrote “the natural  mind -  waking up,”  a 250 topic,  3 volume personal  

journey....” Blah Blah Blah.
I was so sick of hearing my own voice. In my heart something didn't quite feel right. I wasn't a  

writer. In fact I had never wanted to be a writer, and didn't know that I was a writer until I had  
finished the first book! Whenever people asked me what the book was about I couldn't tell them. I 
only really worked out what it was about two years after I finished it, thanks to a friend whom I 
went for coffee a lot with telling me.

I felt like a fraud.
But if I wasn't a writer, who was I? I knew that I had worked in Information Technology, trained 

in Traditional Thai Massage, and had worked as a chef, but that was about all I could come up with. 
I still had no money, no projects I was actively working on, but my story seemed to impress people, 
and that made me feel good.

“It's all a trap of your ego, Alan” I could hear my friend saying in the back of my head, but 
without something to hold on to I knew I would be lost.

“Who am I?” I questioned. Well, as long as I could keep travelling and hanging around in bars I 
wouldn't have to find out, the reality of finding out would be much too traumatic.

“You are an eternal being filled with joy and love” my friend had told me. But I didn't feel like 
an eternal being filled with joy and love. I felt like a 41 year old loser with no money, no job, no 
girlfriend, no car, no house. You know the usual things associated with being human.

On realising that I was a loser, I decided to return to the UK to get a job. What job? Any job, I 
told myself. My problem is that I need money, and I will work hard to solve this problem.

“Your CV really interested me, said the owner of the vegetarian café I had applied to as a chef.  
Within two days I had realised that calling myself a chef was perhaps overstating the fact a little as  
it turned out my skills weren't up to the standards he was expecting and I was promptly let go. The  
next week I applied for a head chef position in a cool raw vegan restaurant in Brighton, went for a 
trial day after which they quickly offered me the job. Fantastic!

“Now if you could just provide us with two references from your previous employers we'd like 
you to start straight away.”

My heart sank. I hadn't worked in over three years, and the last time I had cooked was in a  
Buddhist monastery. I realised I had no one I could ask for a reference, and anyway, what was I  
doing! I didn't want to work as a chef, and more to the point, I didn't want to work! I wanted to be 
free, free to do the things I wanted to do, when I wanted to do them. But what did I want to do!? I  
had no idea. Sure I had “ideas” for global projects but these would need injections of millions of  
pounds and an organisation the size of the United Nations to implement them. I was living in a 
fantasy world and I knew it. Fortunately, the question of “who am I?” didn't crop up again.
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Back to my mother's house, and now I was desperate.
“I need to get out of here Mum! I hate it here, I have no money, I'm going crazy, I just need to 

get away.”
“Well what do you propose then?” She asked, somewhat less than sympathetically. After all, it  

had been her funding every trip that year. Royalties from the audio books etc. weren't going to pay 
for what I wanted to do.

“I know. I need to go for a long walk.” I announced.
The act of walking and or at least being in constant motion was my meditation, the only thing 

that kept me sane. When I was moving I felt calm, like I had purpose. When I was standing still I 
felt empty, alone, and scared. When I had purpose I felt powerful, and when I felt powerful nothing 
could stand in my way.

“I've decided to walk from John O' Groats to Lands End (a 1000 mile journey from the most  
northerly point of Scotland to the most southerly tip of England). And I'm going to do it for charity.  
And hopefully this will get me and the book more media attention.

I knew this was still my ego trying to help me achieve fame and fortune. Not that I really wanted 
to be famous, I just wanted the attention so that I could tell people, I do not want to be famous. I 
just want to lead a simple life.

“It's easy to give something up once you have experienced it,” said a friend, “but if you don't  
experience it you will always be grasping for it. For example you say you do not need a car, but you 
have always had a car, try telling the man who has to walk five miles to work every day that a car 
isn't going to help him!”

“So that's it” I thought. “I need to achieve fame in order to renounce it!”
And with this twisted logic in mind I set about giving myself three weeks of planning for this  

epic trip I was going to make.
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Chapter 5

Barefoot Madness
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Looking back. I'd be inclined to say, “what was I thinking!” Over a thousand miles of walking with 
no shoes on and a heavy backpack would not be most people's idea of a summer holiday, but I'm not 
most people. I'm a little, how should I say, erm, extreme! And that doesn't mean I'm actually any 
good at the things I attempt.

As my Dad said later on hearing that I had to stop at 442 miles due to excruciating pain, “well, I  
always knew this project was doomed from the start.” Yeah, thanks dad. But back to the beginning.

I gave myself a whole three weeks to design a website, get sponsors, organise media, decide 
which charities to support, plan the route, and buy the things I needed. I was going to camp most of  
the way so I would need to take my tent, sleeping bag, cooking utensils etc.

Of course,  I  had no money to undertake this project so went cap in hand to my Mum who 
reluctantly agreed to support it financially. Thanks Mum.

I decided to document it visually and blog as I went along so I would need a blackberry which  
was sponsored by a kind man in the local pub.

Instead  of  training  for  the  walk,  all  I  could  think  about  was  the  need  to  generate  massive 
publicity for the event (me). This would be the first ever barefoot walk from John O'Groats to Lands 
End, and as such, I believed it would be picked up by the national media very quickly.

A friend of mine put together a short introductory video in which I explained the reason I was 
doing this walk was to “reconnect with the Earth we so casually trample over”. Did I really believe  
that that was the reason I was doing it? I can't remember but it felt good to have a catchy byline for 
something which only four weeks ago had not even crossed my mind. We uploaded it to YouTube, 
set up blogging, Twitter, Facebook, Twitpic, and Flickr accounts to promote and document the walk, 
and I congratulated myself on yet again coming up with an ingenious idea. A first, or so I thought,  
until I googled “barefoot John O Groats Lands End” and was shocked to discover that a guy called 
Steve was going to start running it a week before I was due to start!

No! How could this be? I thought I was doing “a first” and it turned out someone was not only  
going to beat me to it, but was running it, not walking it. Disappointed, but still optimistic I carried 
on planning.

The journey begins

One week later, and I was on a bus heading from London to Inverness, on to Wick and a quick taxi  
ride to John O'Groats. Suddenly it was real. I pitched my tent in the gale force winds and rain (a 
usual summer in northern Scotland) and headed to the local bar for some food and a drink.

In case you didn't know I went vegan about 4 and a half years ago, so I knew trying to source 
appetising food in Scotland was going to be a challenge, and it came as no surprise to me that the 
vegan food on offer in the pub was chips (french fries not crisps, for all you international readers).

“Bloody great” I thought to myself, as I downed my first pint of beer, “I'm supposed to be doing 
something really healthy and I'm going to have a heart attack from all the fried food I'm going to be 
eating.” Nonetheless, with salt and ketchup added its not a bad meal!

I still hadn't stopped to consider the enormity of what I was attempting and as I climbed into my 
sleeping bag an hour later,  I  was still  oblivious to the fact that in less than eight hours, I'd be 
carrying my house on my back and my feet would be walking on a hard stony road.

Day One

Optimistically, I packed everything into my rucksack, and set off down the road. But as the first 
stones hit my feet, and I shouted “Jesus! Bloody Stones!” I began to think “uh oh, this was a bloody 
stupid idea! What was I thinking!!”

And yes, what was I thinking? Well to be honest with you, not a lot. I wanted to go for a long 
walk but I had made it so difficult for myself that by the end of the first day I was seriously worried.  
I was freezing, the stones on the road were really painful, and my backpack weighed about 23 kilos!
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And I was supposed to be camping all the way. “Stuff camping!” I thought, left all my camping gear 
by the side of the road, with a rain drenched note stating “donated to you by the barefoot walker” 
and found a bed and breakfast for the night.

As I stood under the warm water, I knew that if I kept on the way I was going I wouldn't make it  
past the first day, but I took heart in the fact that a young Scots lass who had previously shouted out  
her friend's car window “Oi! Mister, where's your fucking shoes?” as they passed, stopped, asked 
me “are you doing this for charity?” And on hearing the affirmative, pressed a five pound note into  
my hand.

As I tucked into a meal of tea and chips (smothered in sweet ketchup of course) all I could think 
of was how much pain I was in. Gone were the fancy ideas of doing a philosophical video blog 
every day, or sharing insight along the way. My feet were the only thing I was concerned about!

A lesson in pain!

“Oh my God, I'm in agony” I thought as I walked downstairs from breakfast. “I must have been  
seriously mad to think I could do this without training.” I considered giving up there and then, but I 
didn't want to let other people down. So instead of recognising my physical limitations and calling it 
a day, I dutifully put my backpack on, stuffed a bread roll into my pocket for lunch, and headed off 
into the rain.

About a mile into the walk I felt a weird sensation in my left foot, noting that it felt “really odd”. 
“I've got to get rid of more weight” I thought, and once again put my backpack down by the side 

of the road, and took out all the T-Shirts the charities had given me, plus about two kilos of toiletries 
and foot creams and left them on a wall!

“That's a bit better. Thank God!” But my foot and ankle were in a lot of pain and I noticed my  
left ankle was beginning to look swollen. How could I have been so stupid! I was an intelligent  
person, why didn't I see this coming? No training plus heavy weight plus no support for my feet  
equals disaster!

By day three my feet were cut in several places, and I had several nasty spiky things embedded 
in them thanks to my great idea that walking on the grass verges was easier on my feet than the 
road, failing to remember that the national symbol of Scotland, the thistle, grows abundantly on the 
verges!

Day after day I trudged on, trying to avoid stones, thistles, and large lorries which were coming 
precariously close. My ankles were bandaged, my feet covered in cuts, but thankfully I noted, had 
no blisters! People looked at me strangely when they passed seeing I had no shoes on, and as one 
man said to me in a pub one night - “the wife and I saw you in the car today and we thought you 
were an escaped criminal, tramp, or mental patient”. The fact that from the feet up I was dressed 
like any other hiker, was oblivious to him.

To them, having no shoes on was a sign that you weren't normal and that pleased me! A lot. I 
started to reflect a bit more, trying to see through the pain, to try and understand why he would 
think that I wasn't normal, and it didn't take me long to see that he was right, walking without shoes 
wasn't normal, normal being defined as “conforming to a standard ; usual, typical, or expected”. 
And I had to admit, walking barefoot was not “normal” in our society.

Normal?

If normal is seen as conforming to a standard, then everything I had been doing in the previous ten 
years would not be seen as standard, especially when I had hit the “pinnacle” of my career and 
decided to leave and go travelling. Perhaps it was my age? When people are young it is almost 
expected that they would go off and have adventures, even walk a thousand miles barefoot, but not 
at 41! At 41 I should have a nice house, car, wife, dog, children, and a healthy bank balance, with a 
pension to provide for “old age”. My dad had this when he was 41, so why shouldn't I? After all, I  
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was my father's son!
Well, not only did I not have a house and a provision for old age, I had none of the above, and 

although I had a serious cash-flow problem, I saw that as a temporary inconvenience, and not a 
reason to “settle down”. Because as someone told me just yesterday, “you're 42 today you have to  
settle down sometime.”

“But how is having a mortgage on a house I will probably never own, working just to pay bills 
and go on holiday twice a year,  and having a family going to improve my life? I'll  tell  you it 
wouldn't. I am happy doing what I am doing and as long as I cause no harm to anyone, do my best  
to help others in need, and try to experience the world, and try and understand myself better, I'll be 
perfectly happy.” I replied.

“Normal”, I reflected on the walk, was just someone else's definition of what we all “should” do, 
and if it was “normal” for people to walk barefoot in Scotland, the man in the pub would have 
thought it weird if I was wearing shoes! But it did start me thinking more about why I was doing 
this walk, and it had nothing to do with “reconnecting with the Earth we so casually trample over”. 
I was doing it because it was hard! I was doing it because the only real advice on the John O'Groats  
to Lands End websites was - “Make sure you buy a really strong pair of boots”.

Boots? That's way too easy! Why not make life really difficult for yourself!?
As my dad said to me later, “it's almost as if you wanted to sabotage the walk by making it 

nearly impossible for you to finish it.”
But that wasn't the reason at all. I wanted to put myself through the most difficult thing I could 

find,  and  hopefully  learn  something  from it,  and  perhaps  find  what  I  had  been  searching  for 
(whatever that was). So being “normal” would definitely not help me find that answer!

On the whole, most people didn't think I was weird, a little crazy perhaps, but they mostly had 
admiration for what I trying to do and people were very generous along the way, waiving hotel fees, 
donating meals and drinks, chatting with me, and even making the odd donation to the cause. Here's  
a selection of memorable conversations!

The unhelpful hotel owner:

Me: “Is there anywhere I can eat around here?”
Her: “The restaurant is fifteen minutes walk up the road.”
Me: “But I’ve been walking for twelve hours!!! I can't walk any more.”
Her: “Well you’ll have been walking for twelve and a quarter hours then…”

The landlady at breakfast after I told her I didn't want the full Scottish breakfast:

Her: “If I'd known you were a vegan you wouldn't have been staying here”
Me: “Huh?”

The scary looking but generous workman in the pub:

Him: “So what did ye say ye were doin'?”
Me: “Walking barefoot from John O'Groats to Lands End”
Him: “What? You're a fucking nutter, a fucking nutter! D'ya hear that everyone? This nutter's 

walking barefoot from John O'Groats to Lands End. What a fucking nutter! Here's twenty 
quid for your troubles and the drinks are on me all night.”

The slightly confused hotel owner:

Me: How far is it to the castle? I don’t want to walk far.
Her: Oh its about five or ten minutes from here and there’s plenty of parking.
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Me: But I told you I was walking barefoot from John O’Groats to Lands End.
Her: So where did you park your car?
Me: Sigh…

Lessons learned along the way

After 442 miles, in Kendal, England, I did have to give up walking barefoot as I was beginning to 
do serious damage to my feet and legs, but I learned an awful lot along the way. The primary thing 
was that I gave up caring about getting publicity for the book. Why? Because when you're body is 
under pressure that's all you can think about. Nothing else matters apart from feeding the body, and 
protecting it. It's very easy to have grand philosophical / spiritual / ethical ideas when you're sitting 
in a warm room with your belly full of food, and in good health, but if you aren't in good physical  
health your mind automatically switches its focus to heal the body. For the system, nothing else is 
important.

I'd like to tell you that I gained some new magical insight, but that would be a lie, I'd like to be 
able to tell you I had found the answers I was seeking and that would be a lie,  but I did find 
something out.  If you want to experience something much more profound than anything you can 
learn from philosophy, religion, or books, try this one simple thing - take your shoes and socks off  
for a day and go about your normal daily life. You can let me know what you discover!
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Chapter 6

Mum's House
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The funny thing is I didn't feel like a loser when I dropped out of the barefoot walk at 442 miles, in 
fact, it felt like a 442 mile barefoot success! I don't know anyone else who has done it. Even the 
barefoot runner who started before me quickly had to pull out due to injury. Why? Because as he 
found out, it's bloody difficult!

Unfortunately, as the train pulled in closer to my home town, I did begin to feel like a loser. I 
wasn't coming back triumphantly having conquered the full distance. I had pulled out due to injury 
and now had to face all the people who would be questioning me vigorously! A lot of people in the 
pub already thought I was a bit of a nutter, due to the way I'd changed the way I lived. They knew 
me when I was an arrogant twenty something Information Technology project manager, not a dirty 
vegan hippy (as someone referred to me!).

So although I was happy to be made fun of from time to time, coming back as an unsuccessful 
barefoot walker was just going to reinforce in their minds that I had lost mine!

So with trepidation I walked off the train into the local pub where several people had sponsored 
me, including the man who sponsored me the Blackberry (which I dropped and broke during the 
walk). It seemed that most people didn't know that I hadn't actually finished as they hadn't bothered 
to keep up to date with the Blog/Twitter/Facebook etc. 

“How did you get on Alan?” They asked.
“Oh, I had to drop out after 442 miles.” I replied.
“Shame.” 
And that seemed to be the end of people's interest.
“Well this is easy” I thought to myself. “It seems that actually no one really cares whether I 

finished it or not.”
My Mum was pleased of course.
“You did a wonderful job Alan, you should be very proud.”
“Yeah well I didn't finish it did I?” I replied negatively.
The one person I was scared to tell was in fact the one person I wanted to impress most, my dad,  

who has been the one person who has been most critical of everything I have ever done in my life. 
Nothing is good enough for him it seems, and he makes a point of letting me know it at every 
opportunity.

“That was disappointing.” He said casually. But I knew what he meant.

Next?

Great, now I've finished my walk I'm back living in the one town I don't want to be living in, in the 
one house I don't want to be living in, with no money again, no desire to get a job to bail myself out  
of the self imposed mess I had created, and no idea what to do next.

I had no real friends to speak of here, just some acquaintances whom I'd known for years which I 
really had nothing in common with. All my “real” friends lived hundreds, or thousands of miles 
away and had their own lives. Here was I, alone, again!

“I've got to get out of here” I said to my ever patient mother. “I can't stand living here, I've got to  
go somewhere, anywhere..”

“Oh Alan, stop going on about it! All you ever do is complain about hating it here. Do you know 
how that makes me feel?”

“I know Mum, but I'm desperate, don't you understand! I hate it here...”

Catch 22

Want to leave but no money to leave. And even if I had the money, where would I go? I could go  
and live in the Buddhist monastery again, but I hated it there, I wasn't a Buddhist, and I couldn't  
stand all the “spiritual” talk. I could get a job in cooking again, but I didn't want to do that, no one 
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wanted to pay for massages, and anyway, I didn't really want to do that either. I could write more,  
but where would I write, and what would I write about? And how would I be able to afford to stay 
somewhere to write?

The first book had been easy to write, I had girlfriends with houses who would let me stay there 
for free. I didn't have to worry about anything but writing. This time it was different. I was well and  
truly stuck in a catch 22 situation (a situation in which a person is frustrated by a paradoxical rule  
or set of circumstances that preclude any attempt to escape from them).

Where was my way out from this self-imposed situation? For the first time I couldn't think of a 
way out. But there had to be an answer! What was the point of uncovering all this great stuff and 
seeing the world and myself in a new light if I couldn't live in the world the way I wanted to?

I knew that the way I wanted to live was dependent on everyone else changing too! And that 
wasn't about to happen any time soon! And the people I did have things in common with were the  
very people I didn't actually like very much. So rather than grouping together with like minded 
people I stayed on my own and complained about my lot.

An unexpected way out...

A young backpacker from Australia was working at my local pub. She was a vegetarian and was 
pretty cool. We used to sit and chat for hours about all kinds of things, and I liked her company. She 
was quite a bit younger than me, but, seemed to have a lot of wisdom, and the conversations were 
stimulating, even if they were centered around late drinking evenings!

“I'm off to India at the end of the month” she announced one night. “You should come.”
“India? Erm no I don't think so. It's not a place I've ever wanted to go.”
“You'd love it! Vegetarian food, and cool people, it's just the sort of place you should go!”
All I could think about was dirty hippies, smelly streets, food poisoning, and billions of poor 

people. Why the hell would I want to go to a place like that?
“Nah, I think I'll give it a miss thanks.” I told her.
“Well, if you change your mind, I'll meet you over there. You definitely should come.”

A week later, she left,  but the night she was leaving she called me from the airport,  obviously 
having had a little much to drink in the bar...

“Alan!! Come to India!!! We'll have a great time out there!”
“Ermm, well, I...”
“Do it! Come! It'll be great!”
I had also had a little bit too much to drink that night, and in a moment of clarity or should I say  

stupidity I said “Ok!!! I'll come!”
“Yay! Perfect. Book a flight and come out in a couple of weeks and I'll see you out there.”
“Ok! Have a good trip and I'll see you soon!!”
The next morning I was excited, but also thinking about how I would finance it. “I could sell my 

car and that would pay for it” I thought.
“Mum, I'm going to India to write a new book. I think it will be an amazing experience and I  

think the book I have been trying to write all year could definitely be written over there.”
I think my Mum knew what was coming next.
“I'll sell my car and that'll pay for the trip so I won't have to borrow any money,” I said.
“Don't sell your car, you need a car!”
“Yeah but how will I pay for it?”
“Look, just don't sell your car, alright?”
Perfect. If I was correct in my thinking that statement meant “I'll lend you the money.”
I started planning, bought a new laptop and voice recorder, and booked my flight. I knew nothing 

more about India than I was flying into Mumbai, and then on to Goa to meet my friend. I knew 
nothing of the culture, the religion, or the language, and although I started to learn a bit of Hindi, it 
was too difficult and I soon gave up. I didn't even bother buying a lonely planet.
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I was going in to a new country completely blind, but safe in the knowledge that my friend knew 
it well.

A new twist

“Oh, I'm just having a couple of drinks with some friends out the front of the pub, do you want to 
join us?” Asked my friend. Little did I know that the course of events over the next two hours 
would lead to me almost not going to India.

Over the previous two years I had not bothered about trying to find a new girlfriend. I had caused 
enough trouble with all the other's, including my wife! So finding “love” or even just someone to 
spend time with regularly wasn't high on the priority list, in fact, it didn't even appear on the list,  
and  anyway,  I  was  much  too  self-absorbed  trying  to  publicise  the  book  and  work  on  new 
philosophical ideas. But that night at the pub, something changed.

I don't even know how it happened, but when it did it was like a fire being unleashed, and I had 
never felt passion, or more likely, lust like that ever before. I was instantly infatuated. The sex was 
amazing and I couldn't think about anything else. All I could think about was spending time with 
her. I moved my flight to India back a week and even went on holiday with her.

I didn't  even stop to think what I was doing, it  just came naturally.  This was all  animal, no 
thought present. I was driven by sexual desire, and I loved it. At last! For the first time in what 
seemed to be years, I had broken through all the hatred of myself, society, and where I was living. I 
was happy! And all it took was one night of passionate sex!

All that soul searching, all that constant self-analysis, the self-criticism, all gone in a flash. Wow! 
Maybe I had found the answer I was looking for! And it required no insight or enlightenment to 
experience. It was just two people, entwined in the present moment, sharing each other's bodies for 
mutual satisfaction. Perfect.

All went well for the first two weeks until she made the fatal error of saying to me “why don't 
you move in with me?”

“Erm, I, erm...”
Suddenly all the passion and desire was gone and here was the blatant reality of “commitment” 

looming.
“It's not that I don't want to, but you see...” I tried to explain.
And then, nothing. I rebooked my flight to India and was gone in three days. I just couldn't 

understand why she had asked me to move in with her! Sure the sex was amazing, but she wanted  
to replace the passion with what seemed to me to be the ultimate trap. Bills, monotony, and what I 
knew would ultimately become, boredom.

I wasn't going to go back to living with someone, I had done all that, and although I enjoyed it at  
the time, living with someone in the same house just seemed like a bad idea, although I always liked 
Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor's famous love bridge idea between their two houses, so they 
could lead independent as well as a shared lives. A truly remarkable idea! But as there was only one 
house to move into and not two and no love bridge, I made my excuses about needing to write in 
India and headed to Heathrow airport.

When I got there, I started to wonder what the hell I was doing! I had just walked out on the best  
sex I had ever had, and was going to replace it with a noisy dirty country filled with a billion people 
and I would be on my own again.  Berating myself for my stupidity, I nonetheless boarded my 
British Airways flight bound for Mumbai and sat back to enjoy my favourite part of life, sitting at  
the end of the runway waiting to take off to new experiences, and new adventures.
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Chapter 7

Incredible India!
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You both came into my life when I needed you most
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Touchdown! Nine hours and fifty minutes of non stop movies and eating, and I was there, and after  
a mad dash to catch my connecting flight, I was in the air bound for the hedonistic region of Goa.

My friend picked me up and I was whisked away to the beach resort of Anjuna, where I threw 
my bags in her room and was promptly given an ice cold bottle of Tuborg beer, while the sun gently 
set over the Indian ocean.

I can't remember what happened the night I arrived but I know I woke up with the sun shining,  
still fully clothed, with a raging hangover, and a fan spinning wildly overhead. God it was so hot! I 
was dehydrated and hungry and mildly dazed! I had a cold shower, put on my shorts and headed to 
the bar.

It quickly became apparent to me that I was going to hate it there. I was surrounded by all the 
people I loved to hate - tattooed, pierced, wannabe, current, or ex hippies and travellers. “Uh Oh, 
I've made a terrible mistake” I thought to myself, as I ploughed my way through a breakfast of fried 
mushrooms, toast, and tomatoes, washed down with a bucket of strong coffee.

My Australian friend from the pub, seemed to be hooked up with a raggy looking backpacker 
from England, after she split from her boyfriend a couple of weeks previously, and I took an instant 
dislike to him especially.

 Who were these people? What was I doing there? Why had I left the best sex of my life for a 
bad hangover and weird people I wasn't ever going to like? Regret is a word I never thought I would 
use again, but right then I regretted coming to India. Big time!

What would I do there? Just hang around drinking and partying and splashing in the sea? I'd 
done all that before, I had changed, I told myself, I wasn't like that any more, I wanted to lead a  
simple  life,  I  wanted  to  be  free  from all  of  this  tourist  stuff,  I  was  a  deep  thinker,  I  was  a  
philosopher, over two million people had downloaded my work, I was well known, I was better than 
this.

“Alan, do you want a beer?” Asked someone.
“Sure, why not! Tuborg please.”
And only two hours after waking up I was drinking cold beer in the bar with the blistering Goan 

sun beating down, and the waves crashing onto the litter strewn beach.
Night after night of crazy parties till dawn, drugs and alcohol flowing freely around, and me 

feeling more and more anxious about being there every day. I didn't want to hang around partying 
every day but what could I do? I came there to write but I wasn't getting any writing done. I was 
back hating myself and everyone else, hating the litter on the beach, the distinct lack of intelligence 
shown by the people in the bar, the inane conversations, the futility of being there, it was a complete 
nightmare for me.

My friend seemed to have gone off the rails and was now wholly immersed in the Goan party 
seen, egged on by a tequila drinking backpacker whom she had taken a shine to.

That night I chatted with the girl I had the brief affair with before I left for India.
“I hate it here. I'm not getting any writing done here. These people are fucking morons.”
“Well come home.”
“Yeah but I don't want to go back to living with my Mum again.”
“Well, you can come and write in my summer house, and stay with me.”
“Yeah, that's a good idea, I'm going to look at flights now.”
“Great. I miss you.”
“I miss you too.”
Fuelled by a permanent hangover, I started looking into flights to return to the UK. And I started 

feeling better. This would be great. I can go back live with her, get writing done, and still have 
incredible sex! Fantastic!

But of course by morning, my hangover had passed, I was no longer desperate to leave and 
remembered why I didn't want to live with her. So I wrote an email explaining I was now going to  
stay and write, which must have been very confusing given the conversation the previous night.

But I was still in Goa, and it wasn't a very inspiring place to be for me. I wanted to get away 
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from my Australian friend as she wasn't anything like I'd remembered her to be when she was in 
England. She now just seemed like a stupid schoolgirl, not the person who I'd believed had a lot of 
wisdom!

Breaking free of Goa

Over the week I'd been talking to a couple of Canadian girls who were travelling around India. They 
seemed nice, and were always friendly towards me. I wasn't attracted to them in the physical sense, 
but they seemed to be calm and more thoughtful than your average Goan backpacker!

That morning, I was sitting with them while they discussed their plans.
“When you off?” I asked.
“Probably tomorrow.”
“Erm do you mind if I tag along with you.” (I only later came to realise how important that 

question was.)
“Sure Alan.”
We booked our train tickets to Hampi, and a taxi for 5am the next morning with me having a.) no 

clue where Hampi was and b.) no clue what I'd do when I got there. But it just felt right to be going  
with them. And even if we didn't get on, at least I'd be away from the Anjuna party scene. But 
fortunately we all hit it off, well at least superficially! It would take about ten whole days for us to 
fall out and the trio became the terrible trio. Three's a crowd, they say, and they're probably right. 
They had been friends for about seven years and were travelling together, and I was just some guy 
who had invited himself along for the ride!

One of them was very opinionated about everything and seemed to disagree with me on just  
about everything I would say. It made me really angry that someone just constantly disagreed with 
me, especially when I knew I was right!

“I think I'm going to move on.” I announced.
“Ok, well it's been nice meeting you, safe travels.”
And off I went, with a vague idea that I'd go down to the beach at Varkala, in Kerala. What I  

hoped to achieve by staying at another beach resort was beyond me, but I went nonetheless.
My guest house was owned by a Sicilian (not Italian, a Sicilian, as he pointed out several times!). 

He seemed friendly and his business  partner  did Traditional  Thai  Massage so that  was a  good 
talking  point.  I  hadn't  done  hardly  any  writing,  but  contented  myself  over  the  next  week  by 
swimming in the beautiful ocean, and drinking lots of Italian coffee with them.

Then one Friday, whilst enjoying a cold beer watching the sun set...
“Jesus I don't believe it!”
“Hey Alan, great to see you, I didn't think we'd ever see you again.”
“Oh, hey! Do you want a drink?”
“Sure!”
It was the Canadians!
“I'm sorry everything didn't work out when we were last together,” I said to my nemesis.
“No, I'm sorry, we both just seem to butt heads all the time” she said gently.
“I'm so glad I met you again. I felt really bad leaving you both but I didn't think you wanted me 

around any more...”
For the next two weeks everything was great, and we really started to understand a lot more 

about each other, we even engaged in group therapy sessions, all of us finding out that we had a lot 
more issues to contend with than we had ever imagined! But at least this group therapy was free and 
time didn't matter.

I was amazed at how much we had in common and also how much I had failed to deal with in 
the past, especially in relation to my father, and our shaky relationship. I found myself talking about 
him more and more, how he hurt me all the time by belittling me, and criticising me, and it was 
fantastic to have not one, but two people who would listen without judgement, just allowing me to 
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share my feelings. Feelings! Jesus! I didn't even know I had any. I had begun to think that I was just  
like my father, an emotional cripple! Someone who had never even had a connection from their 
heart to their head, not just lost it.

I realised during one of our group sessions how much of an obstacle to healing myself not having 
that connection from my head to my heart was.

One of my friends had said during 2010 that she could see that the cable was there but it wasn't 
plugged in. During my time with “The Canadians” I resolved to a.) find the cable, and b.) plug it in!

India. It's a bloody big country

“The Sicilian” had told me of some spiritual places I must visit during my time in India, and kindly 
wrote down how to get there. Helpful, as I still had no Lonely Planet!

At the train station, I was told there were no sleeper class bunks left, as I had left it too late, so 
the choice was clear – either wait ten days for a bed or go unreserved, and having experienced 
“unreserved” I knew what it meant; hundreds of people crammed into one small compartment with 
no room to move your legs or arms let alone get a seat!

“One general ticket to Calcutta please.”
As  the  train  rolled  off  towards  Chennai,  a  mere  19  hours  away,  I  stood  in  the  sweaty 

compartment, with people blankly staring at me. I couldn't work out why so many people were 
staring, till a man leaned over and said, “why you don't go in sleeper or air condition like other 
tourists?” Why indeed? I told him that I wanted to experience the “real” India which of course was 
a blatant lie but was easier than explaining how the trains were full and I hadn't booked my ticket in 
advance, and it sounded better. As hour after hour passed all I could think about was I wanted to sit  
down, my feet had gone to sleep, and I was thirsty and hungry.

Every time the train stopped at a station I was too afraid to push my way through the crowd to 
get off and get some water in case I couldn't get back on. As anyone who has travelled unreserved  
knows, the Indian train travellers are unforgiving when it comes to claiming space!

From time to time the call of “chai, chai, chai” could be heard, and Chai wallahs passed through 
the crowded carriages, but as a committed vegan, I couldn't drink India's national drink as it had 
cow's milk in it! Damn!

I felt angry at myself for being so stupid for not booking a seat earlier, but then I realised that 
everyone here was in the same boat!  And at least  as a tourist  I  had the choice to buy a more 
expensive  tickets,  for  most  of  the  locals  this  was all  they  could afford.  My “choice”  to  travel 
unreserved, I concluded, had been a good one. This is what travel should be about, getting out of 
your comfort  zone to  have new experiences and learn new things  about yourself  and how you 
handle difficult situations. Inside, I smiled.

Twenty hours later, I was cursing Indian trains, the smelly man next to me, all the people eating 
stinky food, and India in general. I couldn't wait to get off this damned train, I was hot, and anxious, 
I couldn't breathe. I was so tired and emotional, especially as the only “seat” I could find was a 
small space on the floor next to the hole in the floor toilet.

But the Indian travellers seemed unperturbed by any of the things that were annoying me.
“Stupid people, and their stupid trains, I hate this stupid country” flashed across my brain.
As the train pulled into Chennai I breathed I sigh of relief, but as my feet touched the platform I 

noticed my whole body felt like it was swaying, I felt seasick! The constant rock of the train had 
unbalanced me, and sweating and nervous, I found my way to the ticket office to buy my onward 
ticket to Calcutta.

Yes! Thankfully a sleeper berth was available for the whole twenty eight hour trip. But I was still 
so hot. There was no air anywhere. Even the massive fans in the station were having no effect.

Luckily, I found an internet café in the main station and plonked myself down in front of the 
screen. I didn't even want to check my emails or see what people were up to on Facebook, I was just 
glad to be able to sit down in a cool room.
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But just over an hour later, I had exhausted the things I could look at online, and begrudgingly 
got up, and left. I checked the time on my phone, and I couldn't believe it, there was still over nine  
hours to go until my train left. What would I do? I couldn't stand this heat any more, I had to find  
somewhere cool. My clothes were drenched, and I was beginning to feel a bit sick. And I still felt  
bloody seasick! “Seasick from a train!” I muttered to myself. “Bloody trains...”

My stomach was also behaving strangely, though from what I couldn't be sure. “Why the hell did 
you have those spicy samosas, what were you thinking you idiot!? Dodgy Indian food! God I hate 
this stupid country. Great, that's just what I need, fucking diarrhoea and food poisoning as well.”

I walked around the station trying to find somewhere to rest, but knew that if I didn't get out of  
the heat soon, I was probably going to faint, or worse.

Suddenly, like an oasis appearing in the desert, I spotted a sign for day-rooms. “Day-rooms? 
Wow!”

I rushed upstairs, and saw they had air conditioned rooms for travellers. They were much more 
expensive than any of the guest houses I had stayed in previously, but at this point I would have  
paid anything.

I handed over a bundle of rupees and was shown into my room. Oh man was it cold, it was  
freezing, and I stripped off hurriedly, jumped in a cold shower, and crashed out onto the bed. It was 
the best feeling in the world. Even the sea sickness seemed to be passing.

Several hours of blissful sleep later, and I had another shower, and went out to get some food 
(my stomach had thankfully improved). “Remember, no spicy food Alan,” I told myself, and ten 
minutes later was back in my room with a veggie burger, fries and a Fanta. Not typical Indian food 
but I wasn't going to risk anything Indian for a while, not with another huge train journey about to  
start.

The 23.40 Howrah Mail creaked out of the station on time, and I settled into my top bunk for the  
night not even thinking what a twenty eight hour train journey would feel like. Below me, an Indian 
family were busy chatting and eating and I drifted off into a dream.

I can't remember when I woke, but it was light, and I clambered down from my bunk to brush 
my teeth and go to the toilet. I was feeling better as the train was cool and the whirring fan above  
me was going all night.

It was only several hours later that I realised that I wouldn't be arriving in Calcutta until 4.00am 
the next day! I was confused. How long had we been going? How much longer to go?

It's a strange feeling being carried along on a journey to a destination I had no idea about. I only 
knew that the train was gently rocking and I was starting to feel a little bit seasick again. I settled  
into my bunk again and fell asleep, after all, with no power for my laptop, no book to read, and no 
battery left in my iPod there wasn't much else to do.

4.00am and the train pulled into the station on time. Why couldn't it have been late? It was still 
dark and hot, and as I climbed down onto the platform I chastised myself for not buying a lonely 
planet. I decided to wait until light, and then get an auto-rickshaw to the tourist area, if only I could 
remember the name of it.

As the sun came up, I proceeded to the prepaid taxi stand, having overpaid time and again to 
unscrupulous rickshaw wallahs. There were several Europeans in the queue and I asked one if I 
could have a quick look at their lonely planet. “Ahh, Sutter Street, that's it” I remarked and booked 
my taxi.

In  the  cab,  the  driver  was  trying  to  get  me  to  go  to  other  places  and  hotels  that  he 
“recommended,” as he would get  commission from these establishments.  “No. I  want  to go to 
Sutter Street” I insisted.

All the while I was looking out of the window and thinking “Oh my God, what is this place?” 
There were people everywhere, human rickshaws (where men pull the rickshaw) people begging 
everywhere, and families sleeping in the street, and the rubbish! I have never seen anything like it in 
my whole life. I was utterly disgusted to be a tourist at this point, and I cursed myself for ever 
having left the quiet beaches of Kerala.
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This, I decided must be the “real” India and I didn't like it at all. Suddenly I felt terribly alone. 
Sure I had travelled all over the world on my own, but I wasn't prepared for what I saw.

How could people live like this, it was inhuman. The cows were walking everywhere through the 
streets, and there was a horrible stench in the air.

After what seemed like hours, the taxi driver dropped me at my destination, and I found an open 
guest house.

When I went into to the room, I felt terribly depressed. There were dirty looking sheets on the 
bed, and rodent droppings all over the floor. The paint was peeling off the walls, the bathroom was 
dirty, and the “Peace and Love” sign that a previous occupant had scrawled on the wall did nothing 
to change my depressed mood.

I had a shower, changed out of my now grey, sweaty white T-shirt, and headed down to the street 
for some breakfast.

The first  thing that hit  me was the smell.  It was a smell  you couldn't  quite place,  a sort of 
mystical mix of dog shit, human shit, traffic fumes, and the ever present smell of curry pots boiling 
away.

“Rickshaw, rickshaw?” Asked one after another human rickshaw pullers. I couldn't believe my 
eyes. There in front of me was a man who looked about my father's age, who, instead of putting his  
feet up,  spending mornings reading the paper,  and drinking tea,  and maybe popping out in the 
evening for a concert or a meal, was standing barefoot in a dirty street, plying his trade, just to earn 
enough money to feed himself and his family.

I was disgusted. I was disgusted at humanity for allowing such a thing to still  go on, I was  
disgusted at myself for being there, I was disgusted at him for allowing his self-esteem to drop so 
low that he would pull people around the city, barefoot, for a few rupees.

The sights and sounds were overwhelming. I couldn't take it all in. This was an alien world to 
me. I couldn't comprehend any of it. I hastily beat a retreat passed all the strange looking Indian 
food stalls, to a western style air conditioned café, had an iced lemon tea, veggie burger and chips!

For the first time since I had arrived I felt safe and comfortable (even though it was still only 
10.00am). What was I doing here? Why had I come to such a place! This was supposed to be a fun 
trip, this was supposed to be a writing trip, this was supposed to help me stop thinking about all the  
topics I had covered in the book. “This was supposed to be.” I mused. “Well, Alan, this is how it IS,  
and you'll just have to make the most of it.”

I had read part of the book, city of joy, about the slums (the black hole of Calcutta) but I wasn't  
even in the slums and I was horrified. But as I walked through the city streets after breakfast I 
noticed a curious thing. None of the Indian people seemed to be as horrified as I was. In fact they  
were all busy with one thing or another, all just trying to get by.

From my western perspective, this was hell, but they hadn't know anything else, so this wasn't 
hell, this was just a normal Tuesday morning. (Yes, I'd finally worked out what day it was.) They 
didn't have time to philosophise about the suffering of humanity, and if they were really suffering, 
then they were keeping a tight lid on it.

That was all right for them, but I didn't have to experience it, no sir, and I went straight to a  
travel agent to book a ticket for Darjeeling. I wasn't going to stay in this hell hole one more minute.

“When do you want to go?”
“Right Now!”
“Well, the Darjeeling Mail leaves at 22.05 and arrives at New Jalpaiguri at 8.00am.”
“Perfect. Book me on it.”
I packed my bag again, and settled down in my miserable room to watch a bit of American 

comedy in the form of “The Hangover”. Ahh how nice it was to be watching a film on my laptop 
again, locked away from all the rickshaw wallahs, the beggars, and the touts. I felt happy again.

As the taxi drove me to the station, I breathed a sigh of relief, I never wanted to spend time in a  
place like that again, but something was still bothering me about the human rickshaws.

I had decided not to get on one as I believed it oppressed him, and demeaned him as a human 
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being. He saw it as a way to provide for himself and his family. Was I making his situation worse or  
better by taking an ethical stance?

My view was that the system that had created the situation where someone was forced to was 
fundamentally  wrong, and that  by engaging his services,  I  was condoning the practice.  But  he 
wasn't forced to do that job, no one made him run along barefoot, and he was paid for his services,  
albeit a measly few rupees. But then I considered what would happen if he charged 500 rupees for a  
ride in order to have a better life. Well, its simple economics! Some all the other rickshaw wallahs 
would undercut him and he would go out of business, leaving him in a worse situation than before!
 Anyway my take away veggie burgers were getting cold, and I had a train to catch, so I stopped 
philosophising, and swiftly cut through the rows of beggars and touts, blatantly ignoring a shabbily 
dressed, middle aged man, foraging around on the tracks to find any disused food containers with 
something to eat in them.

But as I stopped to check which platform my train was leaving from I heard “Please sir. Ten 
rupees. Please. Ten rupees” from a young beggar and her entourage of children as they pointed to 
their mouths.

Instinctively, I shouted “No! Go away!” And thought to myself, “Bloody beggars! Why can't 
they ask someone else? Leave me the hell alone!” And I climbed onto the surprisingly clean and 
beggar free train bound for New Jalpaiguri, closed the window and tucked into my burger without a 
second thought for the starving people outside. 

It had all been too much for me, and although I was a little shocked at my reaction (as I was  
supposed to be showing compassion) I realised that I, like the rickshaw wallahs and the beggars, 
had to protect myself first. “You've got to look after number one, my Mum always used to say, and I 
planned to do precisely that.

Darjeeling – Land of Tea and Surprises

It seems that things happen when you're least expecting them, or at least not looking for them, and 
that's precisely what happened on the way to Darjeeling.

Upon exiting the train station I was greeted with a fresh smell. It felt cooler, and the sun was just 
coming up, nothing like the oppressive heat and feelings I got in Calcutta. I quickly looked for a  
shared Jeep taxi which would take me up to the hill station. I found one offering a good price and  
jumped in next to a girl who would be the eventual catalyst in the breakdown of my own ego!

Today was Wednesday, the time was 8.00am and I had been travelling almost non-stop to get  
here since the previous Saturday at midday! I was exhausted. But it had been a great adventure on 
the train and this, it seemed would be the start of a new one!

Darjeeling is 2134 metres above sea level, a fact I only discovered as the Jeep wound a path 
through  the  hills,  twisting  and  turning,  and  constantly  rising.  Suddenly  I  noticed  that  the 
temperature, although sunny, was dropping considerably, and by the end of the four hour journey I 
was actually cold! I'd left the warmth of the Keralan sun four and a half days ago, with only two T-
shirts, light cotton trousers and a pair of flip flops, not expecting that I could actually be cold in  
India!  

Two Norwegian backpackers, the girl I was sitting next to and I talked to each other for the first 
time since the journey had begun.

“Where are you guys all staying?” I asked, in the hope that one of them at least had a lonely 
planet.

“No idea!” Said one of the Norwegians.
“Anyone fancy some breakfast? I'm starving”
So we found a café and they all changed into clothing more appropriate for a hill station whilst I 

ordered coffee and a Masala Dosa – a  Southern pancake stuffed with spicy potatoes which I had 
become rather fond of in Kerala.
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Over the next hour we all became acquainted, they told me their names which I instantly forgot, 
and I told them the story of my long train journey to get there.

“So shall  we find somewhere to stay then?” I  suggested.  We scoured through the book and 
picked a couple of places to check out. All of which seemed to be up a bloody great hill!

Eventually we came to a place called Hotel Aliment, it was cheap, (though not cheap enough for 
the extremely budget conscious Norwegians) clean, and the staff were very friendly.

“I think I'll stay here” I said to the Swiss girl whose name I couldn't remember.
“Me too”
“I'm just going to put my stuff down then I'm going up to the rooftop restaurant for a beer” I said.
“OK, I'll come up too. Give me fifteen minutes.”
“I walked out onto the rooftop of the Hotel Aliment, and all I could say was “Wow! This is 

amazing!”
The rooftop had a 360 degree view overlooking Darjeeling and the Himalayas, and although 

there were some clouds around the mountain, it was hot, and beautiful, and I just felt happy to be 
there.

“One large Kingfisher please.”
And they pulled out a plastic table, sat it down with two chairs and I sipped what seemed to be a 

gift from the Gods!
“Ahh that's better. This is amazing!” I said out loud. Down below in the town, I could see people 

and cars busying about, but up here it was fantastically quiet, and the air was fresh and clean.
Soon, the Swiss girl arrived, ordered a beer, and we started to chat.
“Wow! I can't believe I'm actually here. Four and a half days to get here! Ha-ha” And I started to 

laugh. “It's absolutely crazy. This country is massive!”
With beautiful weather, a beautiful view, a cold beer, and someone to chat to, I could have been 

in heaven!
We chatted and chatted, and found we had a lot in common, not that I can remember now what it 

was that I thought we had in common, apart from liking beer and cigarettes.
We drank all day, and then did a bit of power shopping in the market. I was freezing, so I bought  

myself some thick woolly socks, a matching woolly hat and gloves, and a traditional Darjeeling 
tribal jacket!

“Jesus, I look like a fucking Sherpa,” I said to my new friend, and we had a good laugh about it.
That night, we sat on the rooftop of the hotel looking at the stars, surrounded by candles. It was a  

great night, but about midnight, I gave her a kiss on the cheek and went to bed.
About 5.00am I was woken with someone knocking on my door. I knew who it was, it was the 

lovely Nepali ex Gurkha who owned the hotel, waking me to see the sunrise...
“Bugger off, I'm sleeping” I thought to myself, and pulled the blankets over my head.
But about 7.00am I woke up desperate to go to the toilet, and happened to pull the curtains back 

to see what the weather was doing.
“Fuck me!!! Oh my God!!!”
I  could  not  believe  what  I  was  seeing!  Yesterday,  we'd  been  shown  the  mountains  in  the 

background and I thought that was all there was to see. But the real Himalayas had been in cloud  
and presented before me right there, right in front of me was the most incredible thing I have ever 
seen in my life.

“Oh my God, I have to tell someone!”
I quickly got my mobile out and sent the following message to as many people I could think of.
“Sorry if it's early there, But I HAD to share this with you! Just woke up to see the Himalayas  

towering in front of me! Definitely one of the most amazing sights I ever did see!! Magnificent.  
This you would love!!! xxx”

I was just astounded by it. The sun was shining red and orange, and glistening over the mountain 
top.  This  was  Kangchenjunga,  the  third  highest  mountain  in  the  world,  which  at  28,169  feet 
(8586m) was only 860 feet (262m) lower than Mount Everest. And here was I looking at it from my 
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bedroom window. Admittedly I wasn't climbing it, which I'm sure is an amazing experience, but 
right then I was just happy to see it.

One of the Canadian girls asked me several weeks before which impressed me more, mountains 
or oceans, and I said oceans. But right now I had changed my mind. I had never seen anything so  
beautiful or awe inspiring in my whole life.

I quickly put on my woolly hat and socks and went to the roof.
I was astounded, just to be there, just to witness it. Just to see it standing there, with its snow 

covered peak. I shook my head and let out a “wow!”
For the first time in my life I couldn't think of anything to say but “wow!” I would have thought 

that I could have come up with something better than that, but at that moment, I couldn't think of 
anything but how magnificent it was.

Sure, we can build beautiful skyscrapers, and design grand architecture, but nothing prepared me 
for nature's architecture! And still to this day I can picture it in my mind, and be back there straight 
away. I had no camera with me, but my mind captured the moment for all eternity. Never will I  
forget the feeling of awe, and inspiration I got, just from looking at a large bit of rock!

After  calming down I  ordered a  pot  of  famous Darjeeling  Tea  which wasn't  as  great  as  I'd 
imagined it'd be and had a cigarette.

As I sat there, I thought to myself, “this is really fantastic, I love it here.” The air was cool, and 
the sun was shining, and for me it was a magical morning. I had travelled from the southern tip of  
India by the beach up to the Himalayas, and although it had been a sweaty, hard journey, I had 
already  forgotten  about  the  poverty  in  Calcutta,  the  cramped  trains,  and  the  diarrhoea  I'd 
experienced only a few days before. This could have been a different world, and in a way, it was.

The people seemed quieter, there wasn't as much noise, everything felt just a little bit gentler up 
here. Gone were the beggars and tourist touts, and auto-rickshaw drivers; gone were dirty streets, 
and overflowing sewers; this was a different India, and I was starting to like it!

Just one kiss...

I hadn't really considered whether I liked the Swiss girl or not, it was just nice to hang out with her 
all day, and go for dinner, and drinks, and coffee, and cake! We definitely laughed a lot,  and I 
noticed on the third day that I was beginning to like her.

That night we sat in my room listening to music, drinking beer, and talking, and as the evening 
went on I lit some candles, and the mood was set. It just felt right. I leaned over and kissed her, and 
she kissed me back, and we stayed locked in each others arms kissing each other, until almost 
5.00am.

“Do you want to go back to your own room?” I asked gently.
“No, it's too cold now, I'll stay here.”
So, fully clothed, complete with our special  woolly socks we climbed under the blankets to 

escape the cold, and I put my arm round her.
When I woke up, she was facing me, and we both had our arms round each other, and I kissed  

her gently on the lips. She opened her eyes and smiled at me..
“This is a welcome surprise” I said.
We just  kept looking into each other's  eyes, without saying anything, sharing the occasional 

tender kiss for the next hour or so, until we decided it was time to get up.
It was really cold in the room, but when I reached over to open the curtains, the sky was clear, 

and Kangchenjunga was still towering magnificently in the background, and everything felt good 
with the the world.

The human rickshaw driver whom I felt such pity for just four days before could have been on 
another planet for all I knew. For the first time in what felt like a lifetime, I was in the present  
moment, with no thought for the past or present.

“I'll go and change and we can go for lunch” she said.



The Dark Mind – Death Of The Natural Mind – Book One

“OK see you downstairs.
I wasn't sure how she was going to be today, she might say that last night was a mistake, but as 

she slipped her hand into mine I knew it was going to be a good day, and we walked down the street 
hand in hand and into the best little restaurant I've ever been to in my life.

I don't know if it was the Thukpa noodle soup, or the Tibetan chef who looked like the Dalai  
Lama, or the fact that I was sitting across from someone who was gently holding my hand across 
the table, but I knew that this was a unique feeling. Happiness in your heart and food in your belly  
with a Himalayan Backdrop? It was just perfect.

If anyone had told me that they could improve my life right now, I would have told them they 
were a liar. Because they couldn't.

The strange thing about travelling is that the feeling of time disintegrates, and you are no longer 
concerned with checking the time or the day or the date because it doesn't matter. If you have no job 
to go to, or school to attend, or responsibilities, or appointments, what use is a watch or a calender?

And so it was that the six days we spent together in Darjeeling felt like six months. We spent 
every waking moment together, and it was great. I was really happy.

Gone were all the negative feelings I'd had, gone were the thoughts of trying to get back together 
with my wife, gone were the feelings that I needed to do something to change the world. For the 
first time, probably in my life, I was happy just to “be.” In the book I had talked about “just being” 
but I don't think I had ever experienced it properly before. I was always trying to “be” somewhere 
else!

A change of heart?

I don't know if it was because I was blinded by an overwhelming feeling of peace, or just stupidity, 
but I had failed to notice that on the trip out of Darjeeling and onward by train to Calcutta that  
something had changed. But by the next day I knew everything had changed.

Now she no longer wanted to hold my hand in public, there were no more lingering gazes into 
each others eyes, and on arrival at the hotel she said “do you mind if we get two separate rooms, I  
get bitchy if I spend too long with the same person.”

“Eh? Erm yeah, why not, no problem, I understand.” But I didn't.
As I unpacked my things in my own room I tried to work out how things had changed so quickly  

in such a short period of time. I just couldn't understand the change in her feelings towards me. It  
was almost as if I was now a pain in the neck and someone she was burdened into travelling with. 
But I told myself that this was all in my head, and I would know if someone didn't have feelings for  
me, wouldn't I?

Over the next week in Calcutta, she flitted between being distant and cold, to coming down to 
my room in the evening in her pyjamas and cuddling in front of the TV. I couldn't work this girl out! 

Here was I, someone who believed he had great insight, not even able to figure out if someone 
liked me and what was going on. I guess I could have just asked her, but I thought I wanted to try to 
understand it for myself. One the one hand she didn't really want to be with me, but on the other, 
she kept giving me signals that said she did, and she was planning the next part of the trip, with me.

I'm not someone who jumps into relationships quickly, but I wasn't sure what this was. With the 
girl I'd had the summer fling with before I went to India I knew that what it was, great sex and no  
commitment (well that's how I felt about it). I never stopped to consider her feelings, and the fact 
that she thought it was something more – permanent.

Maybe that's where I was going wrong, I thought to myself. Maybe I'm just a travel fling for this  
girl and I was reading more into this than there was. We had only had sex once in Sikkim, and 
although it was nice, it didn't feel like it was the beginning of a steamy, lust filled affair, it felt like 
this was someone I was in a relationship with – comfortable but at the same time, challenging.  

She told me once in Darjeeling that there was a guy she was planning to see in Mumbai in a few 
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weeks, and that they were involved in some kind of affair, but I didn't once stop to think that it was 
anything  serious.  We were  travelling  together,  we were  sharing  experiences  together,  we were 
spending every day together, surely what we had was more special than this “affair” she was having 
with some guy she told me she saw no future with?

Every day with her was getting stranger, and I was starting to think of ways to get away from 
her,  but she always seemed happy to be planning our next place to visit  together.  I was really 
confused, annoyed, and hurt that I seemed to have been tricked into being with someone like that, 
and I was starting to think that she was just using me to have someone to travel with, but I was  
determined to stick it out and find out exactly what was going on. But I ran out of time.

She was going off to Mumbai to meet this guy who was working there, her “friend”.
The last day we spent together at Pushkar Camel Fair, in Rajasthan. We had been travelling for 

just over a month together but it seemed like years.
As we said were leaving she kept holding my hand, and kept kissing me, and telling me she'd 

miss me, and seemed genuinely upset that we were parting.
At  this  point  I  was even more  confused!  Why hadn't  she  behaved like  that  when we were 

travelling together? Why had we only had sex once? So many questions and no answers!
“I'll really miss you” she said as she climbed onto the bus.
“I'll miss you too” I replied.
I was more confused than emotional at this point and in a way I was actually glad she was  

leaving, at least I could start to enjoy my travels on my own again.

Direction – Unconditional Love

I hadn't had any contact with the two Canadian girls I'd been travelling with since Kerala,  and 
although I'd thought about them occasionally didn't actually expect to meet them again, so when I 
heard “Oh my God. Alan!!” and looked over and saw them sitting drinking coffee at the Gangaur 
Palace Hotel café where I was staying in Udaipur, I was shocked.

“When did you get here!” they asked
“This morning, I came on the overnight bus.”
“Bus? Ugh. How was that?”
“Well, lets put it this way. I was asleep in my bunk (who has bunks on buses!?) when we hit a 

speed bump, and I was spontaneously levitated about three feet in the air!”
“Oh God! But hey, Alan, it is really great to see you, we've missed you!”
“Awe, I've missed you too!”

I'd never had girl friends before. Plenty of girlfriends, but not close female friends I could share 
things with who weren't in anyway romantically or sexually involved with me. These two were 
different. Friends since university they had gone through a lot together, and were very close.

I didn't go to university and had gone to private school along way from home, and so had no real  
friends from my past. Sure I had made some great friends along the way since starting travelling,  
but I only got to see them every once in a while as we all lived so far away from each other, so I  
spent a lot of time alone. I wasn't a loner, I just wasn't in the same place long enough to make any 
lasting friendships.

But for the first time in my life I could feel a close relationship developing with both of them, 
and  for  the  first  time,  felt  love  for  people  I  wasn't  “in  love  with”.  In  fact  I  began  to  “feel,”  
something that I had never truly experienced. I began to “feel” with my heart and not my head. The 
connecting cable my friend had told me wasn't plugged in was well and truly connected!

Over the coming weeks we shared so much, spent time consoling each other over the state of our 
digestive systems, which were receiving a pounding from months of dodgy food, and I began to  
open up about everything from the relationship I had with my father, to the love I still felt for my 
wife.
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They both listened patiently to everything I was telling them, without offering any opinions or 
advice, and we spent evenings drinking coffee, eating cake, and watching trashy American TV. It  
was perfect.  We resolved our differences  and accepted that  although we sometimes had wildly 
differing opinions about the world, were actually all really alike.

I was really thankful that I had met them, and they helped me more than I could ever express. I  
found myself being able to talk about me, the “me” behind the author, and here were people who 
were willing to accept me with all my flaws into their lives, unconditionally. And that, that was a 
feeling that selling even a billion books, or helping change the world irrevocably for the better 
could never achieve.

I started to reflect on the book, and what it actually “meant”. And I started to realise that actually, 
it meant nothing. It was no more important than anything else in the world. I just thought it was. I 
thought it was a book to help people the world over, but in the end it was just me expressing how I  
felt about the situations in the world, it certainly didn't help me resolve all the issues in my life.

It didn't matter that people gave it praise and told me how smart I was. It didn't matter that I had 
gained some kind of recognition that I had done something worthwhile. It was just 2000 pages of 
paper and how people chose to experience it was their problem, not mine. So liking it or disliking it  
made no difference to the “real me” just the projection of my own ego! And working that out helped 
me move on with my life without the attachment to and perceived responsibility of being “the 
author”.

 The feeling of love, it seemed, was the answer to it all. And I had my new friends to thanks for 
helping me open up to the most simple, yet profound feeling in the world.

The Swiss twist!

“Hey Alan, I don't know if you're still around but if you are do you want to meet me in Rajasthan?  
I'm leaving in a few days for Delhi. I want to go to Jaisalmer and do a camel safari. xx”

My heart jumped a little. It was a text from the Swiss girl, and I didn't think I would ever hear  
from her again.

“Sure! I'd love to meet you. You tell me the date and I'll be there :-)” I replied.
I was excited! Ah ha! So she was still interested in me, and I abandoned my good friends and 

went off to meet her.
I found a hotel, checked in, and waited patiently for her train to arrive.
“Arrive 9.00am Really looking forward to seeing you :)”
“I'm really looking forward to seeing you too.  See you tomorrow. I'll  pick you up from the 

station.”
The next morning I was up early, and got an auto-rickshaw to the station, and waited for the train 

to pull in.
“Hey!” I ran over to her and gave her a hug and a kiss” but instantly I could sense that she was  

still cold towards me.
“Why the fuck would she want to see me again if she didn't want to be with me???” The question 

raced around my brain again and again, and although we were staying in the same room, she just  
turned over and went to sleep and was completely unresponsive when I went to kiss her goodnight.

“Jesus, what the fuck? What am I doing here?” I thought as I lay wide awake next to someone 
who just seemed to delight in torturing me.

Through Bikaner, Jaisalmer, Udaipur, Jodphur, through castle visits and camel safaris she kept 
her distance, almost angry at my presence, yet never saying a word about why she was behaving in 
this way, but she stayed with me, and even planned a trip to Goa together.

I knew my Canadian friends would be there, so that pleased me, but as I said to one of them, “I 
have no idea what's going on with this girl, she's driving me absolutely crazy!”

“Yeah, well I hate her already!” Came the reply. “I can't believe she's treating you like this.”
And neither could I.
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I could understand if this was the end of a ten year marriage, going travelling as a last ditch 
attempt to save our relationship! But this was a new relationship, if you could call it that. There  
didn't seem to be any kind of “relating” going on, and from my point of view it was a little too one-
sided!

I wanted to get away from her, but the timing never seemed quite right, and although I told her at 
the end of the camel safari that she “should get her own fucking room” after she complained loudly  
that she just needed “space” and “time,” I still wanted her to say, “yes, lets get a room together.”

How could someone do this to another person? Why had she even bothered to spend time with 
me in the first place? Why had we kissed? Why had she looked at me that way in bed in Darjeeling? 
Why Why Why? I couldn't understand it. I just couldn't.

Some people might be thinking “he's an idiot, he should have left her straight away” but one 
thing you don't know about me is I do not take rejection very well! And I was desperately trying to 
get her to like me again. But if she didn't like me, why did she stay?

I decided to have it out with her, and sitting drinking Kingfisher on a mat on the floor at the  
“cool café” in Udaipur I asked her.

“What the hell's going on? Why are you being so fucking cold towards me.”
“I have to be cold towards you so you get the message.”
“Well, you know the guy I spent time with in Mumbai? Well, I know there's no future in it but  

every time I see him it's hard, you know. You know it can never go back to how it was in Darjeeling 
between us?”

“How it was in Darjeeling!!! It's as if we have been married for years. But without the good 
bits.”

“I'm sorry, I never wanted to hurt you.”
“But why the hell did you come back after Mumbai, it would have been better if we hadn't seen 

each other again!”
“Yes I know, it's my fault. I'm just not very good at this stuff.”
“Jesus. Well, do you still want to go to Goa together?”
“Oh yes, of course I want to go.”
Of course she wanted to go. Who wouldn't? Goa is a beautiful tropical beach paradise. But she 

didn't say “of course I want to go with you!”
The previous month I had felt used, now I was beginning to feel really used! Old me might have 

said something like “Fuck you you stupid fucking bitch, I never want to see you again and left.” But 
“new me” was different. I didn't get angry about too much and it took a lot to push me over the 
edge. Sure I was angry about the state of humanity and the planet, but one girl, I could handle that!

But the situation was getting so tense that even the most simple of conversations were hard. And 
at the airport on the way to Goa I snapped.

“Why didn't you get me a cup of tea? It's not very difficult is it?”
“I didn't know you wanted a cup of tea.”
“Well, I got you one earlier, you're so fucking selfish.”
“Yeah, whatever.”
“Fuck you!”
Oops where was my compassionate, open loving self? It had seemed to have disappeared, and all 

thanks  to  a  confusing  non-relationship  with  a  young  Swiss  national.  I  resolved  to  be  more 
compassionate and nicer to her when we got to Goa.

Closure

“Hey!! Alan Hiiii!!!”
One of my Canadian friends shouted over at me as she ran over, flung her arms around me and 

gave me a huge hug and a kiss.”
“Hey!!! Oh it's so good to see you” I said, feeling genuinely relieved that I was once again with 
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people I really cared about.
I sat down in the bar, opened a cold Tuborg, and promptly ignored my Swiss “ex” for the whole 

night, which she seemed none too bothered about.
Waking up with a raging hangover, I went down to the bar, and noticed her chatting with some 

guy.
“That's good” I thought to myself. “At least I don't have to talk to her now, but I think I'll move  

hotels.”
Over the next couple of days I hung around with my friends, ignoring all texts from the Swiss 

girl about “joining them for dinner” and got drunk every evening. But one night, oiled from too 
many Tuborgs, I sent the Swiss girl a text.

“Hey. Sorry about all this. I just want to be friends. I would really like that :) xx”
I heard nothing that night but the next night I got a text back.
“Sorry. We were out at the market all day. Do you want to have dinner tonight. I'd like that.”
Instantly I replied.
“Hey, no problem. Sure, that would be great. What time?”
“Nine alright with you, got to have a shower first?”
“Sure. Look forward to it.”
“Yeah, me too” she replied.
Ha. So she did still like me! All this perseverance was now paying off. I imagined that I would 

tell her how much I liked her, and that we would kiss and end up in bed, and that everything would 
be perfect again, just like it was in Darjeeling. Maybe I just needed to be patient. After all it must be 
hard for her, seeing her “friend” again, and all that.

My phone bleeped again.
“Just so you aren't surprised. The guy you saw me chatting with and I have become a lot closer  

and...”
My brain flipped. What was I reading here? Not only was she not interested in me, but in three  

days she had forgotten about her “friend” in Mumbai and was now shacked up with some guy from 
London!! And she wanted me to go to dinner with them!! “What the Fuck?” I thought.

I picked up the phone and composed a reply.
“I seriously can't believe you! Of course you've become closer, you can't be on your own, and 

you just use people. You know what? You're a fucking asshole and I hate you. Go fuck yourself.”
“Jesus. Some people!” I thought to myself,  and quickly ordered another beer.  I just couldn't 

believe the way I was being treated. This was psychological torture! My mind raced as I tried to 
fathom why she was being like this with me.

Sure, I can understand if someone doesn't like you, but if you don't like someone, why would 
you keep wanting to travel with them in a foreign country.

I couldn't work it out but felt comfort when my one of my Canadian friends replied to my text  
with “What a Bitch!” I couldn't agree more.

The Universal Reiki Bond

I never saw her again, and deleted her as a Facebook “friend” and erased her number from my 
phone. This whole situation had really shaken me up. No one had ever broken up with me before,  
especially not at the beginning of a relationship. I thought the beginning was supposed to be the  
good part. I'd had six days of good part and two months of hell!

“Perhaps  this  is  payback  for  all  the  shit  you've  done  to  other  people”  my  mind  helpfully 
suggested. And yes, I had to agree. I'd been horrible to people I was in relationships with in the past,  
especially at the end, when I used the same kind of psychological warfare that was used on me. I 
twisted things, made life difficult, let people down, lied to them, cheated on them. Yep. This was 
bloody karma! And for someone who didn't “believe” in concepts like karma, recognising it was a  
pretty shocking experience. I'd just been paid back for all the hurt I'd caused other people, and I 
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didn't like it. I didn't like that I had no control over a situation. I wanted to be the person who sent  
the text or email out of the blue saying “sorry it's over, I'm seeing someone else” which I'd done just 
months before to the girl I was involved with before coming to India.

This broke me completely. “Ah well, Alan it was bound to happen sometime just put it out of 
your mind” (which of course, I couldn't).

The next day, something happened which had a profound effect on me. One of my Canadian friends 
was doing some manual editing for the man she was studying Reiki with.

“Here, let me help you with that” I said helpfully.
“Thanks Alan!”
Although I'd  previously  studied  Traditional  Thai  Massage  which  includes  work on invisible 

energy lines, I never really “believed” there was such a thing as an invisible energy line! But, it 
seemed to work so I went along with it.

Reiki was another “healing art” which used “energy” to heal people, but laying your hands on 
someone to heal them was all a bit too biblical for my liking and I dismissed it at every opportunity 
as  “what  a  load  of  nonsense.”  Probably  because  I  didn't  like  the  “spiritual”  people  who were 
involved with it! I always found them to be a bit false, and all this spiritual Mumbo jumbo was a bit 
“out there” for my analytical mind. Nonetheless, I started editing the manual, and couldn't help but 
agree with most of the statements within it.

A few minutes later, my other friend came over to talk to us.
“Hey what'ya doing?”
“Oh, editing this Reiki manual for her Reiki teacher.”
“Oh yeah, I have to cancel my appointment for this afternoon with him” she added, “I don't think 

I want to go.”
“I'll take your appointment!”
“Oh, I didn't think you were into it.”
“Well, I'm not, but I'll give anything a go once!”
Later that afternoon I arrived at the Reiki Master's house. He seemed nice, well, he was very 

friendly, and made me feel at ease. He asked me to lay down on the bed, and that's about all I 
remember! It was the strangest feeling, as if time was standing still. I couldn't describe what was 
going on, but there was definitely something!

“And the session is over, take your time...” he said quietly.
“Wow! That was amazing,” I  said,  and he smiled gently.  “It  was like,  well,  actually I  can't  

describe what it was like. Just wow!”
“Well, if you're interested in taking your level 1 Reiki, I'd be...”
“Definitely! When can we start?”
My head was feeling strange, and actually my whole body was feeling strange. That's the only 

way I can describe it.
“How was it?” My friend inquired, on my return to the guest house.
“Just amazing. I'm going to do my Reiki course with him starting Monday.”
“Good for you.”
Four days later, and I was back for my first Reiki initiation. The teacher sat facing me in a chair 

and told me to close my eyes. He began placing his hands on various parts of my body but it was 
only when he touched my knees that I began to experience something dramatic. Suddenly I felt  
nervous, I felt like I needed to run away, to escape the feelings in my body. My stomach felt sick, it  
was too much. It felt like concrete was being poured into my legs and I felt dizzy. Thoughts raced 
across my mind, and I could feel my palms sweating. But after what seemed like hours, but was  
actually about fifteen minutes, the session was over, and I sat there transfixed to the spot, unable, or 
unwilling to open my eyes.

After a short while, I gradually opened my eyes, and what I noticed first was my whole posture 
was  wrong,  my head was  nearly  on  my shoulders,  and my mouth  was  open.  I  felt  absolutely 
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drained, and overwhelmed.
“How was it?” He asked gently.
“Erm, I'm not sure.”
But I knew how I felt. I felt like a great weight had been lifted from my shoulders, I felt an 

incredible love circulating in my body. Negative thoughts had been erased, and I felt like this was a 
moment I had been waiting my whole life to experience.

The first thing I did was to phone one of my Canadian friends to share what I had been through. 
She had also done the course and could understand what I was trying to convey to her.

“I know,” she said. “It's amazing isn't it?”
“I can't believe I haven't done this sooner. I should have done this years ago.”
“Well, perhaps you weren't ready for it,” she added. “You can only open up to things when you're 

ready.”
I had to agree with her. Perhaps this was the right time. For years I had been up in the clouds, my 

head disconnected from the rest of my body, I wasn't grounded. But now, after only a short session,  
not only was my head and heart connected, but my head and feet were now back solidly on Terra 
Firma and it felt great. 

I thanked her with all my heart for introducing me to it, and thanked my teacher. In under a  
week, I had gone from being really angry at the Swiss girl for treating me like and fool, and angry 
at myself to letting it happen, to discovering something wonderful about myself. I was a being filled 
with love, and all that had to happen was I had to let go and let that love in.

“I didn't  do anything” said my teacher. “I  was only the conduit  through which the universal 
energy flowed.” 

“Well, conduit or not, you helped me. So thank you. I truly mean it.”
“You're welcome.”
That night, my two Canadian friends gave me a hand written letter each before they were leaving 

for the airport. One had a hand drawn picture of the three of us, with a little arrow connecting all of 
us under the title “Reiki Energy Bond”. It was drawn in fun, but for the first time in my life I did  
feel connected. I felt connected to both of them through unconditional love. And receiving a letter 
from  both of them about how I had made them feel through befriending them was the nicest thing 
anyone had ever done for me. That night I slept soundly, free of anxieties and stresses, knowing I 
was not alone in the world – that there were at least two people out there who cared deeply for me.
 

The Christmas Snow Story

Ok, so it wasn't snowing in Goa, but back home in the UK, the snow was causing widespread  
disruption to flights and chaos on the roads. I had promised my Mum and dad that I would be back 
on Christmas Eve to see both of them. My trip was coming to its natural end, my Canadian friends 
had left, and I was actually looking forward to going back “home.” Unfortunately, the weather had 
other plans. British Airways flights from Mumbai to Heathrow were being delayed and cancelled 
because of the snow, and I wasn't sure if I was going to have to spend Christmas at the airport. I had 
to make a decision quickly.

“Hey! How do you fancy spending Christmas with me? I think my flight may be cancelled 
tomorrow.”

“Holy Shit! Hell yes!!!” Came back the reply from my friends who were now in New Delhi.”
A quick trip to the internet café, and after packing my bags, I left Anjuna in a taxi to the airport  

for my flight to Delhi. Nine hours later, one of them was waiting for me in Paharganj, the tourist  
ghetto. It was 1.00am but she came out to meet me nonetheless dressed in hill tribe socks and flip  
flops.

“It's bloody cold up here,” I remarked. Noting that once again I was unprepared for the change in 
weather in India.

The hotel she had booked me into was “Double R” a backpacker monstrosity hidden down a side 
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street. The bed looked unclean, there were cigarette butts in the drain in my bathroom, ice cold 
water, and someone had helpfully left an unflushed turd in my toilet. “Nice!” I though, as I laughed 
at the absurdity of travel in India.

Just a few months before I would have been horrified, and would have wanted to change hotels 
straight  away,  but India,  meeting these two girls,  and all  of the other  experiences I'd had,  had 
changed me profoundly. And I just didn't care about the state of the hotel. We sat eating chocolate  
for about twenty minutes in their room, and then I went to bed and promptly passed out, happy to be 
once again with the two people who had been there for me when I needed them most.

I sent a text to my Dad telling him I wouldn't be coming back for Christmas, even though my 
flight was not in fact cancelled.

“Ok. Happy Christmas” was the text I got back.
You see my Dad doesn't take disappointment well either. In fact the only reason I was going to  

see him was because I had invited myself. He would never think to ask me over to his house for 
Christmas day. He had his own life, his own friends. So telling him I wasn't coming for Christmas 
lunch one day before probably only upset him as they had to buy something vegetarian for me.

I was disappointed not to be seeing my my Mum as she would be spending the day alone, “but  
hey, that's her choice,” I thought to myself and set about planning for an enjoyable day for me!

Christmas Eve was spent shopping at the mall, drinking lattes at Costa Coffee with chocolate 
cake, and drinking Merlot at the Urban Café in the upmarket Khan Market, and that day, I could 
have been anywhere but India, especially as that morning we had upgraded our hotel! Hot water and 
no floating turds in the toilet – what could be better than that? Oh, I know, singing Christmas carols  
in the back of a freezing auto-rickshaw at 1.00am on Christmas Day!

Merry Christmas!

As a predominantly Hindu country, the religious festival of Christmas didn't mean a lot to moist 
Indians, but the one great thing about that was everywhere was open! We finished our brunch of 
exotic ingredients we have purchased from the deli the night before at huge expense, and set on a 
plan for the day.

We thought we should do something “spiritual” seeing as it was Christmas and settled on the 
Lotus Temple, part of the Baha'i faith where we were invited along with all other visitors just to sit. 
No dogma, no preaching, just a calm, quiet space to reflect, pray, or whatever you want to do. Me, I  
said a prayer for everyone I knew. I don't know why, but it felt like a nice thing to do.

Christmas day was finished with a curry, a movie on HBO and an early night, and although there 
was no Christmas tree, and no snow, it was as perfect a Christmas Day as I could ever have wished 
for.

The Golden Temple
 

6.00am Boxing Day and we were up at dawn heading out to Old Delhi Railway station. And as we 
checked out of our swish hotel, we were whisked towards the train station in an auto-rickshaw. It 
was freezing and the wind whipped through our clothes, making the previous days of red wine and 
delicious food all but a memory. As we left the wealthy new part of the city, away from Costa 
Coffee and the bars of Khan Market, a very different Delhi appeared to us through the fog.  There  
were people huddled round fire pits just to get some warmth, the buildings were dilapidated, and 
there were thousands of people walking through the rubbish strewn streets.

“As so this is the real Delhi” I thought to myself. “I wondered where all the “real” people lived! 
This was a far cry from the shopping malls, and the pristine,  tree lined streets where the official 
residences of Indian government officials were situated.

No, this was just like Calcutta. Gone were the illusions we had surrounded ourselves with, gone 
were the lattes, and sumptuous feats, and as we boarded our unreserved train and fought with people 
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to get a seat, there was the familiar cry of “Chai, chai, chai...” drifting into the background.
“You're in our seats” demanded the Indian family, waving their reservations slips at us. Of course 

we couldn't get reservations as we'd left it too late, and even though there was a sign reminding 
passengers that they would receive a 10,000 Rupees fine for travelling in a reserved compartment 
without a reservation, we figured we were tourists, and could get away with it.

The train pulled out of the station on the seven and a half hour journey, and we accepted that we 
had two options, stand, or stand. Great. This was going to be a fun journey.

The wind was strong and cold, and blew through the carriage, aided by the open windows that 
none of the Indians seemed to care about. Somehow, the freezing cold weather didn't seem to bother 
them, they just kept staring at us, as we wrapped ourselves in our Indian Lohi's (woollen shawls) 
and pulled our hats down tightly over our ears.

I don't think I've ever been dressed that much on trains anywhere else in the world. I was glad I'd  
hung on to my woollen socks, hat, gloves, and jacket I'd bought in Darjeeling! And although I still 
looked like a Sherpa or more to the point, a white tourist wearing tribal tourist gear, I was at least 
warmer than my two travelling companions who, although having invested in same, had sent them 
home at the post office the previous month. And this was not flip flop weather, especially when one 
of your flip flops breaks.

“You can borrow my woollen socks” I offered helpfully, just don't wear them into the toilet.
“But I can't go in with bare feet!”
“Well, if you do, you clean them. Actually, if you do, don't give them back! I don't think I could 

stand knowing that they have been in other people's urine!”
Ahh, here we were back in the land of the real India, where talk of poo, urine, diarrhoea, was a  

daily occurrence, well, in our circle anyway.
“By the way,” I said, “how are you feeling today.”
“Oh Alan, it's not pretty, I call it bum wee.”
Well, you don't need a very good imagination to work out what she meant. You may be disgusted 

reading it here, but I can assure you, it's much worse if you've got it. And we had it a lot.
But I digress!
The girls had been invited to a wedding in the Punjab somewhere, and as I didn't have an invite, I 

decided to head up on my own to Amritsar and check out the golden temple, the most spiritually 
significant temple in the Sikh religion, and also Jallianwala Bagh, the site of the deliberate British 
massacre of over a thousand unarmed citizens.

As someone who does not engage in any religious activity, the golden temple was, for me, just  
another temple, although beautiful, but I was impressed by the kitchen which prepared and gave 
away free food for nearly 50,000 people a day, staffed only by volunteers! Now that idea I would  
like to see working back in Europe! Give away free food? Not likely.

I was just passing time really. I'd seen enough temples in India to satisfy even the most devoted 
tourist, and I was keen to get back to Delhi to celebrate New Year with the girls. We checked into 
our swanky (well it was swanky for us) hotel again on the 31st and prepared to celebrate.

I don't know about you but new year doesn't mean a lot to me. For me, it's just another day, and 
I'd  long since  given up making resolutions  about  changing  my life.  So  new years  eve  passed 
uneventfully, and the next day I could feel the pull of England dragging me back to a life I had 
spent years trying to get away from. Back to Heathrow airport. Back to my father asking me what I  
would do next, and how I would “make a living”. Back to people telling me it was time to settle  
down. Back to my mother's house, and a life that I hated. But I had nowhere else to go. So with the 
biggest hugs and kisses, the girls sent me on my way in a taxi to the airport for my night flight to  
London.

“I'll miss you both so much.”
“We'll miss you too..”
As I waved through the back window I knew that this chapter in my life was over and a new one 

was about to begin. I was sad to leave but all good things have to come to an end. Right?
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Touchdown - London

2nd January 2011. 02.30am
The British Airways 777 engines roared, and we hurtled down the runway at Mumbai airport, 

and within a minute we were airborne.
“Bye bye India” I said out loud as I looked out of the window, “it's been great!” And I decided to  

put the future out of my mind and just concentrate on enjoying my “special meal” and the in-flight 
entertainment. I'd let the future take care of itself.  I wouldn't worry  “And anyway,” I joked to 
myself, “the plane might crash before I get there, so there's no point in worrying what you'll do 
tomorrow.”

But the plane didn't crash and exactly ten hours after take off, the stewardess announced “Ladies 
and Gentlemen, welcome to Heathrow, the local time is 7.30am.”

“Ugh!” I said out loud. “What the hell am I doing back here? Here we go again.”
“Hi dad.” I said as I gave him a hug, and we went into the car park.
I don't remember the conversation in the car, because all I could think of was “how the hell am I 

going to get out of here?”
 As he dropped me off at  my Mum's, I couldn't  help thinking, “who was that guy?” He just 
seemed such a remote part of my life, and I concluded that he was just my Dad, the person who was 
one part of the team who gave me life, and you couldn't like everyone.

After an emotional reunion with my Mum (she misses me a lot you see) I told her some stories, 
had a shower, waited for the pub to open and plonked myself down on a barstool in my local, and  
ordered a beer, where I stayed for the rest of the day, wondering what the hell I was doing back 
here. Of course I knew what I was doing back here. I couldn't stay away indefinitely or I would run 
out of money, so of course I had to come back – no other option.

An hour after arriving, I heard a familiar laugh, and turned round to see the girl I had the fling 
with just before leaving for India those months before, and whom I'd summarily dumped by email,  
telling her I wasn't really the right sort of person she should be involved with, that I wasn't good 
boyfriend material.

“Fuck this is awkward,” I thought, and buried myself in my beer.
All that travel, all those experiences, all that learning, all that love, and friendship, and here I  

was, back in the very place I had spent my life leaving. Great! Just fucking great...
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Chapter 8

Bored. Again
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I thought I had understood the concept of boredom when I was writing the first book, but here was 
I, stuck once again in the old house I grew up in watching my mother do the same things she had 
been doing for years – cleaning, shopping, and gardening, with the odd daytime soap sprinkled in 
for good measure.

It isn't a bad house. It's quite big, there's a nice walled garden, and the town I grew up in is very  
“nice”. Lots of ladies lunching, and wealthy women pushing round their little darlings in top of the 
range pushchairs, all mixed in with a healthy smattering of black Range Rovers and the odd Ferrari. 
Not exactly a gang filled, drug dealers paradise on a South London housing estate. This was “polite 
England” at  it's  best,  where everyone conformed and everyone minded their  own business,  not 
interfering with anyone else.

But it wasn't always like this. Before my parents and all the other London commuters started 
arriving in the late seventies, it was just a small town by the river, with a good helping of  born and 
bred “locals” and one end of the town dedicated to council housing. It was not a rich town by any  
means. But the influx of newcomers soon changed that. Soon all the local people were being priced 
out of the housing market, and the diverse town that once housed a fishmonger, hardware store, 
butcher, and a petrol station in the high street, quickly became a mass of high quality housing, and 
local shops replaced by estate agents, hairdressers, coffee shops and  restaurants.

Thirty four years after arriving as a small boy, the town as it was, is now unrecognisable, and 
there is no sense of  “community” left, whatever that means.

Everyone is just busy getting on with their own lives, and busy making money to pay for their 
expensive lifestyles. Still, you can't blame them. Social climbing and status comparing is a way of  
life for most people. But not for me. I've got nowhere to climb to! So that's probably why I feel like 
I don't fit in with this small town any more.

“What do you do?”
“Oh, I'm a writer.”
“What do you write?”
“Well,  it's  kind of  modern  day philosophy,  attempting  to  de-construct  the  human mind,  and 

human society in order to peel away the layers of conditioning that have...”
“Oh, how interesting!”
Yawn...
Even I'm bored with what I write about. And no one is really interested. They would probably 

prefer if the conversation went something like this.
“What do you do?”
“Oh, I'm the chairman of a large public company.”
“Is that your Ferrari outside?”
“Yes it is. Sorry, must dash, I've got a limo coming to pick me up to take me to the airport. 

Lovely to see you. Mwah. Mwah.”
Maybe my dad was right, maybe I should have studied harder. Maybe I should have taken life 

more “seriously”. Maybe I should have applied myself more in my work. Maybe I should have 
saved my money instead of spending it  on frivolous entertainment and travel.  So many should 
have's. But, I thought to myself, as I picked up a soy latte to go at my favourite coffee shop, this 
was the choice I'd made and I'd just have to stick to it.

In my mind I was already outside of the mainstream (and alternative) society, and this was where 
I'd be staying. To go back to the mundaneness of commuting into an office for a worthless job just 
to earn some money so I could have an apartment, and a car and go on holiday twice a year, would 
be the worst thing for me. And I knew that I'd never stick at a job just for money, I'd quit within the 
first week.

I'm sure most of you must think that only someone with a lot of money could afford to think like 
that, but it's not true. I pay for my lifestyle with a mix of selling things, a few royalties here and 
there, and the occasional “donation” to the cause! I don't really care about money and status. I never 
have. Those were things my dad was interested in. I just liked enjoying life, and have never placed a 
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value on material things. Sure, I've had those things. I even had a horse and a speedboat, but they're  
gone, and I don't miss them.

For me, life has always been about getting out there, meeting new people, falling in love, having 
adventures,  falling  in  love  again,  having  new  adventures,  learning  new  things.  An  adventurer 
doesn't  have time to worry about  how he is  going to  finance his  next  adventure,  otherwise he 
becomes a planner.  An adventurer  is  someone spontaneous.  Someone who doesn't  worry about 
where his next meal is coming from. Someone who knows the futility of planning too far ahead – 
you might get hit by a bus before you ever do anything.

Do it now! Has always been my philosophy. And still is.
So maybe you can understand that for someone like me to be “stuck” in your old family home, 

with no means of escape to have new adventures is a miserable thing indeed.
“Well, you've brought it on yourself,” says you. “Why don't you quit moaning and go and get a  

job like everyone else.”
“Booo” Says me. “Stop trying to spoil my fun!”
I admit, as an only child, that I can sometimes behave like a spoilt brat, but don't blame me, 

blame everyone else who lets me get away with it! Being an only child not only doesn't teach you to 
share, it teaches you that the world revolves around you, and you alone!

“Because It's all about me!” Is the answer I usually give when people ask me why I like my 
birthday so much.

But back to my boredom. After all, its my story!

I like you. You understand me!

There was one person who really understood me in my old home town, and that person was the ex-
landlord of the pub I used to drink in. He was a great guy, and although he'd suffered terribly with 
his own health, and had lost his wife to cancer several years previously, he always had a positive 
view of  life. Ever friendly and kind, he always helped me out with advice, and invited me round for 
dinner, though as someone living on incapacity benefit, he could barely afford to keep himself.

Sometimes in life we fail to value our friends, and as such, I hadn't spoken to this one for nearly 
eleven years when we happened to bump into each other in Costa coffee at the beginning of 2009.

“Hello Al” he said and gave me a big hug.
Since then, we chat all time on the phone, go for coffee, and whenever I've needed a lift to or 

from the airport, at whatever time, he'd be there.
When we knew each other before, I was working in Information Technology and he was running 

a very successful pub and restaurant, but times had changed, and so had we.
Back in the early nineties, he had been the stalwart London publican, a man of great size and 

strength, always joking around, but you wouldn't mess with him! How could I know that this man 
would become hugely influential and important in my life in years to come?

When we met again, we were both broken men, he because of his ailing health brought on by 
being massively overweight, and me because of my ailing mental health after completing the book!

We shared our life stories and I think we both discovered that there were many more layers to 
each other than we had previously considered. Most days we'd have coffee and sit and chat and it 
was  most  certainly mutually  beneficial.  It  was almost  like a  cleansing exercise we were going 
through, exorcising the past and coming back to live in the present.

So when I arrived back into Heathrow from India, I knew there was one person I could count on 
to give some solid impartial advice.

“But I'm so fucking bored” I said during one coffee session
“Listen, Al, you should be proud of your achievements. You've done more in the last few years 

than most people do in their entire lives and you wrote a fantastic book that's helped people all over 
the world.”

“Yeah, but I'm back here again, I don't want to be back here.”
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“Listen, you're exactly where you need to be right now. You've got a roof over your head you 
don't have to pay for. You don't have to pay for food. You've got it easy”

“But I'm bored here.”
“You're not bored Al, you're just on a comedown. You can't do what you do and expect to feel 

excited every day. It'll pass.”
“You think?”
“Course it will. But you have to recognise something. You're a writer. You should start writing 

again!”
“But I can't write at my Mum's house it would drive me mad.”
“A writer can write anywhere.”
I agreed with him at the time, but I didn't really agree with him. If I was going to write it would 

have to be abroad.
Over the next couple of weeks I started to formulate some ideas, and by the middle of February I 

had concocted and weaved with my friend's help, one of the most complex and thrilling adventure 
stories that either of us could have imagined. We laughed at how clever we were as we set upon 
creating multiple layered identities within identities, and fiction blurring into reality stories, where 
the characters would actually come to life in the “real” world.

“Yes! This is exciting!” I told him. I just need to find somewhere to go and write it.
Gone was the boredom of the previous month, the comedown from India, and the exasperation at 

being back living at my Mum's house. I had a new project! And all I needed was a bit of cash to get  
it off the ground. I would go to France I decided, then Italy. I had people I could stay with in Europe 
so it wouldn't be too expensive.

“Don't sell your car Alan, it's the only asset you've got,” my Mum pleaded with me.
So, I didn't, and with only a few pounds to my name, I set off on the overnight car ferry from 

Plymouth to Roscoff intent on finally writing a best seller, or should I put it more clearly many best  
sellers! And as the ferry pulled away in a sea of foaming water, I sat back in my reclining chair, 
relaxed, and knew that this was the start of a new adventure.

No more boredom. No more complaining. This was life as I wanted to live it. This was freedom. 
And although I had no idea how long the money would last, I didn't care. I was just happy to be 
travelling again, into the unknown!
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Chapter 9

Escape to the continent
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As I  drove  off  the  ferry  I  thought  “Wow! I'm in  a  new country,  this  is  exciting,”  and in  my 
excitement, promptly started the short journey to Brest on the west coast of Britanny  on the wrong 
side of the road.

“Fuck!!” I exclaimed as a car coming towards me flashed its lights, and blasted its horn, and I 
swerved onto the right side of the road. “Phew that was close. Be careful Alan. Jesus!!!”

It was early morning, and the rain was gently falling as the sun came up, and revealed a grey sky.
I arrived in Brest about an hour later and waited in a café for my friend to come and meet me.
She was the best friend of the girl I'd had the turbulent relationship with in the Czech republic,  

and I'd never spent any time with her on my own before. I was a bit concerned with how we'd get  
on as the last time I'd seen her I'd been going crazy in Brno four years previously, desperately trying 
to write the book, and deal with a turbulent relationship at the same time.

But time had moved on, I consoled myself, I was now a different person, and she'd see that.
“Hey, Alan. Great to see you. Hi!” She said, as she came running over and gave me me a big  

hug.
“Hey, great to see you too.”
We celebrated my arrival in France with a small Kronenbourg 1664, and during the day, we 

drank beer and wine and I told her stories of what I'd been doing since I saw her last.
She had also ended a turbulent relationship with a French guy who was the father of her four  

year old daughter, and so we had a lot to talk about. But later that evening, after the third bottle of  
wine, the questions I had been dreading started to come up.

“So what actually happened with you? You were supposed to come back to the Czech Republic,” 
she started.

“What do you mean?”
“Well did you ever plan to come back?”
“No.  I  never  planned to  come back.  That  was  the  end of  that  relationship  as  far  as  I  was 

concerned.”
“Well, you left a note for her, saying “soon, baby soon.” Everyone thought you were just going 

over to the UK for a bit and would be back, including her. She was devastated for a long time. You 
really hurt her.”

“No. She was crazy, I had to get away from her.”
“Then why did you tell her, “soon, baby soon?”
I realised at that point that she had got me. I couldn't answer her question, and to be honest, I  

couldn't even remember writing the note.
“The problem is she wouldn't let me leave. She was so desperate for me to stay, and she used to 

cry and scream any time I told her I wanted out of the relationship. Truth is, I was actually a bit  
scared of what she might do if I actually told her I was leaving for good, so I lied. Sort of self-
protection you might call it.”

“Yes, but it was a terrible thing to do to someone. She thought you were coming back, and in a 
way the relationship was never been truly over in her mind. She may have moved on now, but she's  
still waiting for you to tell her it's over.”

I never really expected to hear that. For me, when it's over it's over, and I move on. But that's  
because it's usually me ending the relationship.

“I guess I'm just a bit of a coward” I told her. “I find it hard to deal with relationships at the best  
of times, so I find it easier to run away.

“Well, maybe you should write her a letter,” she added. “That would be a nice thing to do.”
“Yeah, you're probably right.” I replied, wondering what the hell I would write in a letter to my 

ex-girlfriend. Would it be something like this?
“Hi. It's  me, you know, Alan, the guy who left you. Sorry, I didn't know you thought I was  

coming back, and erm, well, you know. So, erm. Sorry.”
I decided that it was probably a bad idea, changed the subject, and then passed out on the couch 

about an hour later, a little bit worse for wear from all the beer and wine that day.
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A sign?

The next morning, I was rudely awoken by her four year old daughter, and seeing as I'd only had 
about five hours sleep was feeling slightly jaded, with a mouth like rough sandpaper. All I could 
think of was “water....water...”

“Good Morrrnnning.” Said her daughter in her best English accent.
“Morning...” I replied.
After a long shower and a breakfast of buckets of coffee and croissants, I wondered when I 

would start writing. The books I had decided to write were going to be seriously complex and I 
wasn't going to be able to concentrate with a four year old running around and a hangover every 
day! So I decided that I wouldn't start writing until I got to my next friend's house where it would be 
a bit quieter.

At lunchtime, I was introduced to my friend's new boyfriend.
“Are you going to take Alan to Finistère?” He asked.
“Yes I thought we would drive out this afternoon.”
“Well, it's beautiful Alan, you'll love it. Make sure you go.”
That afternoon, we loaded the car seat into the back of the car, and headed off to Finistère, the 

most westerly point of France.
The wind was blowing at gale force when we arrived and the rain was closing in. But as we set 

off down the path, I saw the sea.
“Wow. It's amazing. A bit like Ireland.” I said. “It's beautiful here.”
As her daughter was skipping away into the distance, with her mother screaming after her to 

come back, I saw a small sign with an arrow saying “Camino de Santiago de Compostela.”
“Hey, I was thinking about doing that last year before I did the barefoot walk.”
My friend laughed.
“I forgot you did that you crazy man. Actually my mother's been doing that walk for the last 

couple of years, a week at a time. This isn't the main starting point but you can walk this way and  
you'll eventually get there,” she laughed.

We walked on, and it slipped quickly out of my mind. I was much more occupied with making 
sure her hyperactive daughter didn't fall off the edge of the cliff!

A snap decision

On Thursday, three days after my arrival, we were, as usual, smoking cigarettes, drinking wine and 
talking in the kitchen.

“I don't think I'm going to be able to write this book here in France” I said. “I think I might go to 
Morocco for a while. I wonder if there's any cheap flights?”

I had a quick look on the web, but unfortunately, due to the uprisings in the surrounding areas, 
the foreign office were advising against non-essential travel there.

And suddenly I got a flash in my mind.
“I know, I'm going to walk to Santiago de Compostela!” I slurred.
“What!!!!?? You're mad!!!”
“I know!!!”
The  next  morning,  I  was  once  again  woken  by  the  dulcet  tones  of  her  daughter's  “Good 

Morrrnnning” but even though I was again slightly hungover. I felt motivated.
“I'm definitely going to do that walk,” I told my friend.
“Wow. Ok. Good for you!”
I set about researching it on the web, put a plan together, and decided to leave the next day. I 

hadn't even considered what it would entail, but it sounded like a plan! And anyway, I wasn't going 
to get any writing done. This sounded like a much better idea!
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Saturday came. And I loaded up my car, and grabbed the bags of food my friend had prepared for 
my journey, and we had a big hug and I said “See you soon. Take good care.”

As  I  left  Brest,  I  couldn't  believe  that  I  was  now  on  another  new  adventure!  Yet  another 
unplanned adventure! “An adventure within an adventure” I giggled to myself, and headed south 
onto the N165 – Destination: St Jean Pied de Port, in the foothills of the French Pyrenees.
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Chapter 10

The road to Santiago 
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The thing about modern cars, cruise control and fast autoroutes is that you don't notice where you're 
passing through. You could be anywhere. And I could have been. I didn't have a GPS or a map of 
France, and I had to keep stopping at service stations and taking a sneak peek at the maps for sale.

Why I didn't buy one was beyond me, but 548 miles (882km) later, and I was driving into St Jean 
Pied de Port. It was Sunday and as is usual in France, everything was bloody closed.

Where was the pilgrim office? Where would I leave my car? Where would I stay that night? 
What the hell was I doing here?

On the journey down, I had decided to change the book I was writing, and it would now be a 
multi-layered voyage of self-discovery taken by four different people,  who would each write a 
book, not connected to me about their discoveries. It would be hard, I concluded, but ultimately 
worthwhile.

I drove around for a bit until I found a place to park and headed towards the centre of the town,  
where I saw a small sign saying “pilgrim information” pointing up a hill. Armed with nothing more 
than an idea of doing this mammoth task, I swung open the door of the office to be welcomed by a 
friendly volunteer and his wife.

In my best French I said “Hello, I'm looking for information about the Santiago de Compostela.”
“Certainly, have a seat, said the affable man.
He took out a pen, and a form, asked me for my passport and began to write all my details down.
“Is this your first time?” he asked. Will you be doing it by bike or will you be walking? Which  

country are you from?
“There's not many British people do this walk,” he added. “Now, there's your “credencial” and 

you have to show that every time you go to the pilgrims hostels (albergues, in Spanish). Do you 
have a place to stay? No. Ok. Right I'll take you up to the hostel. You have a car? Right. I can 
arrange somewhere to park that for you. Now, it's two Euros for your credencial and six Euros for 
the hostel. Here's a map of where to take your car. Go and drop it off, get your backpack, and come 
back here and I'll show you where you're sleeping.”

I  thanked  him profusely,  and was  rather  pleased  with  myself  that  everything seemed to  be 
working out rather well. There was just one problem though, as I started to go through the car to 
decide what to put in my minuscule kids backpack I had traded with the owner of one of the bed 
and breakfasts I was staying in during the crazy barefoot walk the previous summer.

On the website it had said “Make sure you have strong boots, and a sleeping bag is essential.”
Bloody great. My boots were at my Mum's house, and I'd left my sleeping bag at the side of the 

road along with all my other camping gear during the aforementioned crazy walk as it was too 
heavy! 

“Fuck!!! What an idiot,” I said out loud.
So here was I, about to embark on a pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela with only my running 

trousers, a pair of thermals, and a cheap shower-proof jacket. What else should I take? I stuffed my 
laptop in before realising I was going to have to ditch it in favour of a notebook and pen, my 
Darjeeling hat and gloves set, my woolly socks, a tiny first aid kit, a bandage, and my small Indian  
Lohi (woollen blanket), deposited the car at the camp site, and walked back to the information 
office.

“Shit. I don't think I've got enough stuff.” A feeling that was cemented when the old lady at the  
pilgrim's hostel told me “you travel light.”

“Ahh yes, but I move fast” I lied.

No Vegan Diet. No Vegan Powers!

A line borrowed from the film, “Scott Pilgrim Vs. The World, (a rather apt title!) where one of the 
characters with superpowers he is battling has his Vegan powers removed for imbibing Gelato, and 
erm, chicken. “Chicken isn't vegan?” he pleads as the Vegan police arrive...

I laughed to myself as I remembered the line, bit the bullet, went into the pizzeria, and ordered a 
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four cheese pizza!
I'd been vegan for several years, and had to go hungry several times rather than break my vow 

not to eat any animal related products. But this was France, and four cheese pizza was about as 
vegetarian as it was going to get.

“Oh well,” I thought to myself, “you gotta do what you gotta do,” and ordered a large beer to 
wash it down with. Funnily enough it was delicious, I knew it would be, and it was. I had never  
craved cheese or meat in all the time I was Vegan, but this, this was pretty good. I paid and went off 
to bed, to find the old lady waiting up for me.

“Where have you been all this time?”
Rather shocked, as it was only 8.30pm, I replied “oh, just out...”
“We had some Germans in here last night, they were do demanding, I don't like Germans, not-at-

all? You?”
“No, me neither.” I felt it was safer to just go along with her.
“Well, good night then, I'm off to bed.”
I walked into the empty dormitory, grabbed a blanket from the pile of spares, and crashed out, 

only to be woken in about an hour, with someone shuffling around in the dark, moving plastic bags,  
before getting noisily into his sleeping bag, and starting to snore like a chainsaw for the rest of the 
night.

“Bloody Great. Shut up!” I said quietly, as I turned over and tried to go back to sleep.

Day 1 – Up the hill
  

No sooner than I'd turned over, than the alarm was going off on the phone, and I got up to have  
breakfast. The old lady was there, and whilst looking at my non-waterproof running shoes, said 
“you're not walking in those are you? You know it's raining out there, and they're predicting snow 
for this afternoon in the hills.”

Oops. I hadn't actually considered what would happen if it started raining, but consoled myself 
by remembering that I hadn't actually considered anything about this walk. I didn't even have a 
map, just the bit of paper detailing the profile of the route (bloody hilly), the distances between 
suggested stopping points, and a list of albergues in Spain, which I lost in the first hour.

“Where's your raincover for your backpack?” she asked as I was walking out.
“Erm, I forgot it in the car,” I lied. “You don't happen to have a black bin liner do you?” I asked 

sheepishly.
She looked at me, tutting and shaking her head. “Pilgrims! Always leave everything to the last 

minute, always the last minute.”
Well, she was right of course, and as I left St Jean looking for the road to Roncesvalles, I realised 

that not only would I be soaked in minutes, which I was, but I had just embarked on yet another ill-
prepared, ill-thought out, and ill-financed adventure. I was starting to feel pleased about not telling 
my dad where I was going, as I knew in my heart what he would say.

In fact I hadn't spoken to him since I went over three days after coming back from India to give 
him his Christmas presents. That day, I said to him, “you know what Dad, if I didn't borrow money 
from you, we'd have nothing to talk about. And if I didn't borrow money from you, then you'd have 
no reason to criticise me.”

“Well, stop borrowing money from me then and sort out your finances.”
Actually, I decided to do two things. I decided never to ask him for money ever again, and I 

decided to stop contacting him. There. Two birds. One Stone. And as I walked out of St Jean Pied 
de Port up the first hill, I actually felt free from him. Free from the years of criticism of my life. 
Now I was doing something for me. He didn't know where I was and couldn't contact me, and that 
suited me just fine. Now to sort out those wet feet.

And they got wetter. And wetter. And wetter. It didn't seem possible that my shoes could be 
absorbing this much water! I stopped and changed my socks three times in the first hour. What was 



The Dark Mind – Death Of The Natural Mind – Book One

more concerning was that I didn't have a clue where I actually was, I just followed the arrows for 
the Camino de Santiago de Compostela, and if I'd got lost, I'd have been in quite a lot of trouble!

Snow!

Wet feet were one thing. I could deal with that, especially after walking for most of the 442 barefoot 
miles last year with wet feet due to the inclement Scottish summer, but now my backpack was 
soaked through, and that meant one thing – all my clothes would now be wet. Fortunately, I didn't  
have any electrical items in there!

And still the road climbed and weaved towards the Spanish border, ceaselessly going up, and 
round, and up, and up!

“What the hell? Where the fuck am I?” I politely asked the road at one point. And then just as I  
was starting to think I must be near the top it started to snow. Lightly at first, and then it really 
started to snow, and the mist came down, and all I could see was snow, and footprints behind me 
where I had been.

“Where are all the people? Where have all the cars and lorries gone? Maybe I'm on the wrong 
road?  Shit!  Fuck!  You  may  be  in  a  spot  of  trouble  here  Alan.  You  should  have  come  better  
prepared.”

Appropriately,  at  this  point,  the  phone  rang,  it's  fun  Bollywood  ringtone  doing  nothing  to 
alleviate the worry, starting to accumulate in my mind.

“Mum? I'll have to call you back, it's fucking snowing and I really have to concentrate here. I'm 
soaked through, cold, and hungry. Call you back.”

“Ok dear, are you alright?”
The one thing you should know about my Mum is she worries – a lot. She worries when I'm 

overseas, she worries when I'm at home, she worries when I'm driving, or flying. So the fact that I 
know all this should have taught me to keep my mouth firmly shut when I was going through any 
crisis in case she called the emergency rescue service!

Normally, I had everything under control, even when I was having a crisis, but this reminded me 
of the barefoot walk last year, where I couldn't go on, but had to drag myself five miles to the  
nearest town to rest. Except this time it was February not July, and I was in the Pyrenees, not the  
lake district of England.

On and on, and up and up, the road wound its way up the mountain.
“I've just got to keep going” I kept telling myself, “there's nothing you can do but keep going, 

eventually you'll get there.”
And that's the funny thing about the mind – you're never really sure if all your positive self-talk 

is actually just delusion, and that in fact you are going to die on this hill from starvation and cold.
“Just fucking great” I told myself. “If only you had all the right gear you'd be fine.”
But of course it was fine. Soon after, the sun came out, my shoes dried, and the birds started 

singing. Actually, that's not true, but I did eventually arrive at the monastery of Roncesvalles, seven 
hours after I left, and the restaurant next to it was open.

“Yippee!” I thought, as I went in, and greeted the owner with a bouncy “Bonjour!” to which he 
replied “Hola!”

“Oops, I forgot I'm in Spain now” I remembered. And then remembered that I didn't speak one 
word of Spanish. “This is going to be interesting” I mused.

“Erm Vegetarian?? No meat? Erm no erm you have erm menu no meat? Erm, No Hablo Espanol. 
Erm, Parlez-vous Francais?

I ended up with pasta smothered in a creamy cheese sauce, and a bowl of chips. Thank God I'd  
started eating cheese again.

Warmth and Co.
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After narrowly avoiding a large snow drift falling off the roof of the monastery, which would have 
surely  killed  me,  I  was  ushered  into  the  pilgrims office,  had my credencial  stamped,  dutifully 
handed over my six Euros, and was shown into my first dormitory to be greeted by a friendly  
Dutchman, wall heaters, a place to dry my clothes, warm showers, and the realisation that I should 
have brought a sleeping bag. “Ah well,” I thought, “the Lohi will have to do.”

And as I finished my shower, said “no gracias” to attending the evening mass, I lay down – 
exhausted, but quietly satisfied that I'd got my first stamp! I was now an official pilgrim, and for 
once, it really did feel good to be part of the crowd.

Day 2 – The crisp snow blue sky power walk

“Always be prepared” is the scouts motto, but I've never been in the scouts, so I'm never well 
prepared,  and day two was no exception.  The previous night,  the tall  Dutchman and I  became 
acquainted, and decided to walk together the next day, and of course I hadn't got anything to eat for  
breakfast. But my new friend kindly offered me a couple of power bars. 

It would be nice to walk with someone, but as he got dressed in the morning, he looked more like 
Rambo, getting ready for battle. It made me smile, especially as I was wearing tight blue running 
trousers, trainers, a fleece, a shower-proof green jacket, and a Sherpa hat from Darjeeling.

“We're going to look really stupid” I laughed to myself.
But as we left the Albergue, the light just starting to creep over the horizon, we found ourselves 

on a cold but clear day. And the great thing about it was, no rain! I almost jumped for joy.
“Let's go,” said my new army friend (he wasn't in the army, but he said army gear was cheaper 

and better than all the other stuff). I agreed with him, noting the irony of a man dressed for battle, 
leaving a monastery on a Spiritual pilgrimage!

We stopped for photos at the road sign which said “Santiago de Compostela – 790”.
“Ha! Only 790km. No problem!” We laughed.
And off we walked, as we overtook everyone in front of us. Even though we had stopped for 

coffee and croissants!
“Jeez you walk really fast” I said to him.
“Well, I have a plan and I have to get there. I'm already behind on my plan.”
“Already behind? But we're only on the second day!”
I realised then, that this walking partnership was not going to last very long at all.
“Come on, keep going Alan. Tally Ho!
“Tally Ho? Ha ha where did you get that one from?”
“Isn't that what you English say?”
“Well,  I  think  the  last  time  they  used  that  was  in  the  Second World  War,  but  I'm Scottish 

anyway,” I  said,  affirming my need to be recognised as someone apart  from the English! And 
although nationalism is  not something I  ever  engage in,  you always seem to get  treated better 
abroad when you say you are Scottish, rather than English. It seems the English are none to popular 
in some parts.

“Probably something to do with the Armada,” my new friend joked, and we marched into the 
warm Spanish sun, glistening off the snow covered fields. I was beginning to really enjoy myself. 
Alan, the pilgrim, on the ancient way of St James! Whatever next!

The Culture Mix

During the next week I met people from all over the world. Italy, Spain, Germany, Holland, South  
Korea, Belgium, France, and the USA, but no one from my “home” country.

As  someone  who  has  travelled  all  over  the  world,  and  met  people  from  many  diverse 
backgrounds, having all these people walking, and talking, eating and drinking, and all sleeping in 
the same room didn't phase me too much. It would be easy to spot the differences between us all,  
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but what I noticed were the similarities.
On our home soil we all conform to an idea of “who we are” or who we are “supposed to be” or 

how we are  “supposed to  act”  but  when a  group of  people  are  thrown together,  bonded by a  
common purpose, those differences become superficial, and it is only our willingness to be open to 
these differences, and accept them, that allows us to explore who people “are” at a much more 
meaningful level, the level of the individual.

But breaking through national identities is not an easy task, and when you are eating dinner with 
people who have been brought up to believe that their way is the right way, and are not open to the 
possibility that we can choose to behave in a different manner to that laid down by the “culture” it  
can become quite frustrating.

“Come, Alan, eat with us, we are having pasta with tomato sauce, garlic and a little oil.”
“Ok, thank you. But you know I am vegetarian?”
“Vegetarian? What? Yes it is vegetable.”
On looking in the pot, I could see that it was actually pasta with tuna.
“Oh, I can't eat that, it has tuna in it.”
“But tuna isn't meat.”
“Why don't you eat meat? I couldn't live without meat. It's not a meal without meat...”
“No thanks. I can't eat tuna.”
This conversation with a group of Spanish and Italian people reminded me, that although I think 

we are all the same (human) and that individual choice and expression is a good thing in breaking 
down national barriers, sometimes the conditioning runs so deep within the culture, that unless the 
people have awareness,  and have broken free of  that  conditioning,  that  tying to  get  anyone to 
understand that it's Ok to think differently, leads to miscommunication and misunderstandings!

“Oh, so you're Scottish? I love whisky.”
“Do you?”
“Yes, Scottish whisky is wonderful. You Scottish people drink a lot of whisky no?”
“Actually, I hate whisky, it's disgusting.”
“Hate whisky??? How can you? You're Scottish!”
I started realising that telling people about me as an individual just wasn't going to work, so I  

decided to let them believe that I was conforming to their idea of who I was. It was actually too 
hard to explain to them why I wasn't conforming, and actually, they weren't really very interested.  
They were just being polite. They didn't want a meaningful conversation about anything. Much the 
same way that the British are when they ask “How are you?” They don't want your life story, they  
just  want  you  to  respond  with  the  expected  “Fine  thanks.”  And  they  would  become  very 
uncomfortable if you ever said to them, “actually, not great. I've been feeling a little anxious over 
the last year, and I'm not really happy with my life!”

So I started to allow the conversations to flow according to how they thought it should go.
“Oh, from Scotland Eh? A whisky man?”
“Yes, absolutely. I love whisky.”
“All you Scotch people love whisky!”
“Yes we do!!!”

The NCT

In my book I investigated the concept of the NCT, or neutral cultural territory, when I noticed that 
when people are away from their home turf, they behave differently – I know I do. And although I 
know I have not lost all my conditioned “Britishness” when I'm abroad, something feels different, 
and when people draw attention to quirky habits, or behaviours, I can laugh at them and say “well, I  
am British you know!”

So for me, mixing with people from different nationalities has always been a relief from my 
“culture” and a route like the Camino de Santiago de Compostela  gave me the opportunity to 
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observe, and interact with a diverse range of individuals, from many countries, all with their own 
reason for walking the route, all bringing their own unique identities, albeit sometimes masked by 
“cultural identity”. And lets face it, it's nice to meet people who are “different”. It makes life more 
interesting, don't you think?

Sure, people's group identity under the banner of  I'm “German” or I'm “French” sometimes 
annoys me, but only in the way, that I wish they would try to be more open to new ideas, and new 
ways of thinking. On the whole, whether people are German, French, British, we're all still human! 
Aren't we?

So with that in my mind, I embraced all the different identities, opened myself to their way of 
thinking, and instead of judging people because they were “different”, embraced the differences and 
tried to learn more about them, and in reflection, more about myself.

Day Five – The cripple on the way to Los Arcos.

“What a shame,” I thought to myself. “But it's  amazing that he is doing this walk with all  the 
physical limitations he has.”

I was very proud of this man, hobbling up the hill out of Estella, where I had let my Dutch  
travelling companion go on ahead, as I myself was in a lot of pain due to straining my achilles 
tendon.

The cripple I saw ahead of me was using his sticks in a very strange manner, and I wondered to  
myself what debilitating illness he was suffering from.

“Poor guy,” I thought, and I gave thanks that I was only suffering from a mild injury.
“Buen Camino” I said to him as I passed him, he resting on his sticks, half way up the hill. And 

as I turned back to look at him, felt very thankful that I was healthy.
Roll forward eight hours and I'm sitting in a bar having a well earned beer and I see “the cripple” 

walking in to the bar, without any signs of the distress he was in earlier.
“Huh? That's weird!” I thought. And as he sat down with several other people he said to me, 

“Oh, I saw you on the Camino today, didn't I? Yeah I was in real pain, I've really hurt my knees and  
I have to walk differently to protect them.”

“Ohhhhh. Oops” I thought. “Not only is he not a cripple, there's nothing wrong with him apart 
from a bit of knee pain!”

I laughed at my stupidity (inside) but was quite thankful, he wasn't a cripple (though it did lessen 
my respect for him a little!)

I joke, but it did teach me not to judge on appearances. I had not stopped to talk to him, or ask  
him about himself, but merely pitied him, and kept on walking. Well, as someone said to me later 
“That's the Camino!”

Pen down

As fate would have it, “the cripple” and I ended up walking together several times, and shared,  
philosophy, ideas, humour, and anything else we could think of to pass the long, tiring days. But 
one day, after several hours of walking alone, I caught up with him, and another girl whom he was  
walking with. They were both German, but weren't what I would call stereotype Germans, whatever 
that means! They were both university students and we seemed to have a lot common interests.

We started walking together each day, and over the next week, became a great little team. We 
laughed and laughed, sang stupid songs, and generally had a lot of fun, and in doing so created our 
own closed off group, which seemed bad but at the same time good!

It seems that for all my wanting to experience people as individuals and be open to new people I  
was doing the same as everyone else – finding people with shared interests and grouping together 
with them exclusively. Well, if everyone else is doing it, why not!? And anyway I was sick of being  
a loner, wanting to experience life “alone” wanting to walk alone, and it felt nice to be around 
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people again.
We were all suffering a lot of pain, especially Luciana, the German girl whose shoes were too 

tight, and was suffering a never ending supply of blisters. Fortunately I'd remembered I was also a 
masseur and offered to give her a foot massage every night, but I'd have really appreciated one too, 
and although the “ex-cripple” and I were doing most of the talking (and A Capella karaoke) I began 
talking  to  our  other  walking  companion  more  and  more,  and  we  discovered  we  had  a  lot  in 
common. Sure, she was a lot younger than me, but as I tell everyone – I may be 42 but I've got a  
mental age of 12! And as someone who has never conformed to the concept of “age” I find it easy 
to talk to people from any age group (apart from the under fives, who continue to confuse me).

Day after day, we battled through the walk, consoling each other about shoulder pain, knee pain, 
tendon pain, hamstring pain, and anything else we could find to complain about! And the more we 
walked the more I began to forget about the “real” reason I was there. I was supposed to be writing 
a book!

Every evening, I tried to imagine my characters walking the Camino, and writing their individual 
diaries,  and  trying  to  weave  together  complex  stories,  blended  into  the  “reality”  that  I  was 
experiencing. And every evening, it felt less and less important, after all, I could write any time 
couldn't I? And being on my own writing when everyone else was cooking, and eating and laughing 
and sharing seemed like one heck of a lonely idea! So I did what any self-respecting writer would 
do in that situation – put down my pen and started to enjoy myself.

The road to Sahagun

People like me (strange) like difficult things, and that day was no exception. The walk was to be 
42km, more than we had done on any other day. Somehow, the prospect of 40km seemed to be 
pushing the boundary of my physical limitations, especially as we had only had one day off in 18 
days.

We knew it was going to be hard, and as such, had left at 7am to give us plenty of time to 
complete the walk. 

The first 18km were, most definitely, the hardest, the most boring, the most challenging, I have 
ever had to  do, not because of the distance, but because it was one flat, straight, track to nowhere. It 
went on, and on, and on, and the heavens opened, and drenched us to our skin. My black plastic bag 
did little to keep the contents of my rucksack dry, and Luciana's feet were soaked instantly as she  
was wearing the special summer trekking sandals!

Still, we soldiered on, until finally, we saw light at the end of the tunnel! The bar at the end of the 
18km. We sat and ordered two black coffees, a mint tea, spread our wet clothes all over the place,  
opened our sandwiches, and breathed a sigh of relief. None of us cared if the woman behind the bar 
would  be  angry  that  we were eating  our  own food,  and treating  the  restaurant  like  a  Chinese 
laundry. We were exhausted, and just needed to put our feet up for a bit.

But one hour later, with the knowledge of a 20km plus hike ahead of us, we begrudgingly put our 
wet clothes and socks back on, and bade farewell to the warm comfort of the bar – ready to tackle 
part two!

As I recall, the next part of the walk was surprisingly uneventful, we just put our heads down and 
kept going. It was only with 2km to go that the famous wall marathon runners experience, hit us, 
and it hit us hard. It just seemed like the walk would never end, and with 1km to go, we broke. 
None of us could go on. One kilometre of impossibility.

We stopped, and shared a mouthful of water.
“Come on, lets keep going, not far now” I said, hoping that I was indeed telling the truth!
We set off again, with a positive determination to finish the day's walk, but the steel tips of their 

walking poles seemed to respond in unison with the “thump thump thump” of my pilgrim stick I'd  
found, irritating me every step of the way, until finally, one of us shouted “That's it.  That's the 
Albergue we're staying in tonight.
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We turned the corner, and to our great delight, was the Albergue! “Yes! We've done it! I can't 
believe we're here!”

And as we'd done several times before, we gave each other a high five, to congratulate ourselves 
on a successful day. But this time was different.

As Luciana and I finished our high five, our hands dropped towards our sides, but our hands 
were touching for a lot longer than usual, and instantly, a flash of electricity went through my body, 
as our eyes caught each others for the first time and we both gently smiled at each other.

“Jesus, wow, erm what was that?” I thought to myself. My heart beating ever so slightly quicker 
than it had been the whole 42km walk that day.

It was over in a second, and we then carried on with the business of checking in, getting our 
“Credencial” stamped, and going up to choose a bunk, and as luck would have it, we were opposite 
each other. Exhausted, we lay down, but as I turned over to look her, she was facing me. And she 
smiled, and the gaze I held for five seconds felt like I had known her my whole life.

“Weird!” I thought to myself, and shook it off. “That could have meant anything,” I thought 
again, “maybe she was just being friendly and I misread it!” After all, I had become a master at 
misreading people's emotions and intentions. 

But something in me felt like I wasn't misreading her, that we had made a connection, on a level  
so much deeper than with words.

I turned over, my body drained of energy, but silently happy, and slept under a mountain of 
blankets.



The Dark Mind – Death Of The Natural Mind – Book One

Chapter 11

Love on the Camino
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I don't know what I was expecting when I started the Camino. In fact, as I hadn't even planned to 
walk it, I was just happy to have got this far. But the next morning, with another 39km walk to 
come, I started feeling differently. I wasn't sure what I felt, but I knew that it had something to do 
with the brief encounter the previous night.

But  there  was  walking  to  be  done  and  I  put  it  down  to  a  vivid  imagination,  packed  my 
sandwiches, grabbed my pilgrim stick and with aching feet, limbs, and shoulders, set out with my 
two companions on yet another unremarkable day of the Camino.

But that day, I was granted a rare day of solitude with her. Our other walking companion injured 
himself and decided to take a taxi and a bus to the next stage – two days away.

“That's handy,” I thought to myself, and smiled quietly inside, desperate not to give away my 
excitement at the prospect of getting to know her more over the next couple of days.

We laughed, and we talked, and shared. And talking of sharing, we started to share other things, 
like my toothpaste! She'd run out, and I said it would be easier (lighter) if we didn't have two of 
everything.  She  loved  my toothpaste!  And I  loved  that  she  loved it!  I  hadn't  wanted  to  share 
anything with anyone for years, but this felt like the right time to start.

Alone, Together.

We eventually caught up with our friend, but it wasn't long before he started walking on ahead 
faster and faster. He said he needed to be in Santiago three days ahead of our scheduled arrival on 
account of his having to return to Germany to see his girlfriend and attend a birthday party, but deep 
down, I wondered if he sensed that we needed to be alone. 

“I need to keep walking today to the next town” he said, as we once again caught him.
“Ok, see you later.” we both said.
“I think I've had enough walking for today, I think I want to stay here.”
“Good Idea. Let's do it.”
That night we were harangued into going to dinner with a large group of German walkers, but I  

didn't care about other people by now, I just wanted to spend time with her!
We shared a green salad, and a plate of patatas bravas (spicy potatoes), much I think, to the other 

people's amusement, as they greedily tucked into the meaty pilgrim menu of the day.
And day after day, we walked and we talked, and we shared food, and we laughed, and we 

suffered pain, and all of a sudden, what had started out as a solo walk for both of us, had become a 
shared experience.

I couldn't think of walking alone any more, I couldn't think of not sharing dinner, or shopping at 
the  supermarket  together,  and  she  taught  me  how  to  open  Sunflower  seeds,  something  I  had 
struggled with for years! 

I can't explain the way I felt at that time, but I know I hadn't truly felt it before, wanting to be 
with someone, without caring what they did for a job, or whether they weren't morning people (she 
wasn't) or didn't think like me. I welcomed all of it. I welcomed her, with all that she was into my 
life, and we hadn't even kissed!

“That's right, we haven't” I thought, although there had been the occasional brushing of hands 
against  each  others,  or  playful  hugs.  But  neither  of  us  had  said  anything,  and  there  was  no 
indication that anything was about to change in the near future!

Now, I don't consider myself a shy person, but I'm certainly not forward at expressing feelings, 
and couldn't work out how to initiate a kiss if it was the last thing I did! Especially as she was a 
non-drinker. Normally, two people who like each other, can just get drunk, and then things happen – 
right? But not this time!

“How could I kiss her? how could I show my feelings towards her? How can I know that this  
connection I feel is two-way, and not just a figment of my imagination?”
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First Kiss!

After  what  seemed  like  month's  of  waiting,  and  giving  her  the  occasional  peck  on the  cheek 
goodnight, we arrived in Sarria, in the region of Galicia. By my calculations we had less than seven  
days left until we reached Finistère, which meant only one thing – Home. How could this be? We 
had spent the best part of a month walking together, we had shared so much, and yet she would be 
going one way to Germany, and I, to England. I was beginning to feel like the whole situation was 
hopeless. Maybe I had imagined it. Maybe all this sharing was just friendship. Maybe the touching 
hands, and heart stopping glances had just been friendly flirting, after all,  this was the Camino, 
where people shared intense experiences and then forgot each other and went home to their normal 
lives.

But  something deep inside me knew that  this  was something more.  Sure,  I'd  had plenty of 
girlfriend's in my life, short relationships, and even a wife, but nothing had prepared me for the 
intensity I felt with this girl with the beautiful smile, infectious laugh, and black hair, streaked with 
tangerine and purple!

As usual we cooked dinner together, and I had several beers to give me some “Dutch courage” 
whatever that was. But this time instead of going straight to bed, the owner of the Albergue invited 
us to a special fire room, with a roaring log fire, free shots of fire-water, and a guitar to use as we 
pleased.  The atmosphere was perfect,  with the  heat  warming our  skin,  and the  flames shadow 
dancing on the walls.

I grabbed the guitar, intent on using this moment for romance, but alas, without the lyrics in front 
of me failed to muster up one song except “Big Yellow Taxi” by Joni Mitchell.

“Don't worry, it's OK” she said gently, soothing my thoughts of how stupid I'd been to think I 
could remember songs without the music or words in front of me.

“Well, I think I'll go to bed” she said.
“Ok, maybe just one more shot of that disgusting fire-water.” I drank it quickly and instantly 

regretted it, sure that in about five minutes, I would be running to the toilet to throw up.
But after brushing my teeth and drinking about a litre of water, I made it into the dormitory, and 

got into bed, realising in one second that I needed the toilet.
We were alone that night in our dormitory, and on my return, knew that it was now or never, so I 

went over to her bed, perched on the edge, and said, “good night” and lent forward to kiss her.
And our lips met.
But it wasn't passionate like I expected, just four or five gentle kisses with lips firmly closed!
“Goodnight” she said, and turned over.
“Goodnight,” I replied getting up and going over to my own bunk.
As I lay there, I couldn't believe how stupid I had been. How could I have been so mistaken. I 

thought tonight would have been the night, but now I'd spoiled everything. I wish I hadn't kissed 
her. Why did I do that!? Maybe she didn't like me at all, maybe it was the wrong time, maybe too  
soon...” And as I chastised myself, fell into a deep, fire-water fuelled dream, and began to snore...

The next day started as normal, and we shared a breakfast of muesli, soy milk and strawberries, and 
neither of us mentioned the previous night. We got ready, and started walking. Everything felt fine, 
but I still wasn't sure about the kiss. And after approximately 5km of walking up hill could only 
think of concentrating on my breathing! Neither of us was doing very well on the hills, but I used 
all my “pilgrim power” to pull myself up them, and encourage her to do the same, even though 
most of the time I left her, to her annoyance, about fifty metres behind most of the time!

That night, after a long, wet, walk upwards we finally reached our destination, Ventas de Naron, 
and crashed out for the night, completely exhausted, only to be woken by two Spanish cyclists  
snoring like chainsaws.
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It's strange, but the next morning, we were both in bad moods, and under the pretence of needing 
a “nature stop,” I let her go on ahead.

All sorts of things went through my mind, but I was resigned to the fact that nothing was going 
to happen between us. She seemed distant, and annoyed, and completely in her own world, and me, 
ever selfish, assumed she was annoyed with me, and that it had nothing to do with how difficult the 
walk was becoming. But to my surprise, about 5km further on, there she was, sitting under a shelter, 
waiting for me.

My heart lept.
How could I have been so stupid and so selfish? Here was the girl I was falling for, waiting for  

me, and all I was thinking about was that she didn't care anything about me! I wasn't thinking that 
she was actually having a really hard time. And we started walking, together again, our moods 
lifted, ever so slightly.

Defeat and Passion 

She had said that she wanted to be in Finistère by the 31st March, but by now I was reaching 
exhaustion point and didn't know if I could keep going. But I wanted to stay with her, right till the  
end.

“We should try and make it as far as we can today” she said.
 “I'm not sure I can,” I replied.
“I want to be in Finistère on the 31st.”
“Yes I know, but...”
As we reached the next set of hills, with 7km to go for the day, I started to feel very strange, my 

chest was tight, and I was struggling with my breathing, and stopped talking. My whole body felt  
like it was about to shut down, and for the first time during the walk, was seriously worried for my 
well-being. I felt sick to the stomach and I felt like I was burning up inside though when I felt my 
back and my forehead it was wet but cold. And I stopped.

“I can't go on.”
“Come on it's not too far, there's only 6 km to go.”
“No, I really can't.  I think I need to stop.”
Deep inside I was fighting the feeling of exhaustion with the knowledge that if I didn't keep up 

with her she would keep walking and I would lose her, forever.
“As we came to the top of the hill, and arrived at a small village called Casteneda, I said “I need 

to stop, if you want to go on you can.”
“Go on? No. No. No. If you need to stop then we stop here.”
“Oh thanks, I'm sorry... I just can't.”
“It's Ok, we will finish this together!”

We checked into the tiny private  Albergue,  and much to our delight,  we were the only people 
staying, and we had a private bathroom and a free washing machine and dryer. And after a long 
shower, went down to the little bar-restaurant and ordered a cold beer to rehydrate myself.

I still felt very strange and my head felt like it was disconnected from my body. But as we sat 
and ate, I started to feel better.

“I'm only human! Sometimes I just can't go on,” I said, as we discussed how she was going to 
get to Finistère for the 31st.

“I know, don't worry. I normally feel like it's me being left behind!”
For some reason, I had felt like I was letting her down. Like I was holding her back, stopping her  

from reaching her goal “on-time” but she didn't see it like that at all. And that made me like her  
even more.

9.30pm
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“I'm so tired” I said. I think I need to go to bed.
“Yeah me too.”
And we hobbled up to the Albergue.
We sorted our washing out, put the dryer on, and she came and sat down on my bunk with me. 

And within what seemed like seconds we had reached out to each other, in a passionate embrace.
Our eyes were burning deep into each others, and our hands gripped each other so tightly. We 

hugged, and we kissed, and kissed until one of us said “what time is it?”
I reached over for the phone.
“Jesus! It's 2.00am!”
“I think we should go to sleep”
And she went back to her bunk, and passed out.
Neither of us set an alarm, and as the black-out blinds were down it still felt like the middle of  

the night when I got up, although when I opened the bathroom door, the sunlight streaming through 
the windows told a different story.

I went over to her bunk where she was still sleeping...
“Hey you, time to wake up” I whispered gently as I leaned over and kissed her.
“Mmmm... In a minute”
“Maybe I'll just get in with you for a minute or two, move over.”
She lifted her arm to let me in, and as I lay with my head on her chest, with her arm round me,  

felt like I had never felt before.
“I don't think I want to get up,” she said, as we lay kissing and hugging.”
“Me too, shall we just stay in bed all day?”

That morning changed everything. Today was a new day. Gone was the exhaustion of the hills the 
day before, gone was my anticipation and anxiety of the first kiss, gone was the determination to get 
to Santiago on the 31st. Here we were lying together, not even bothered about getting up, let alone 
walking 30km, and it felt like nothing else in the world.

I felt at peace, warm, and full of love. Perfect is too simple a word to describe it, so I won't  
attempt to. But I knew then, that this was something special to be cherished. We had less than a  
week to go before we both had to go home, and we were determined not to waste it.

Santiago Calling

The next  three days  were amazing.  We cruised easily  through each stage (powered by pilgrim 
power), and soon we were within striking distance of Santiago de Compostela! We were in Arca do  
Pino, 20km from the cathedral, and our certificates of completion.

We checked into the public Albergue at Arca, and were happy to see several pilgrims we'd met 
along the way.

“I can't believe we'll be in Santiago tomorrow!” She said excitedly.
And after a quick shower, a salad mixte, and a plate of patatas bravas (the vegetarian staple) we 

kissed each other goodnight, prepared our walking gear for the next day, and went to sleep, only to 
be awoken a few hours later with a loud thud and lots of commotion going on in the bunks behind 
us.

“Jesus, what the hell?” I thought angrily.
“What time is it?”
We were prepared for people getting up early but as I reached for the phone, I exclaimed “it's 

2.30am!”
“What the hell?”
“Shhhh” We both said noisily
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Suddenly, one of the men came over to me and whispered “very sorry, our friend fell out of bed, 
and cut his head, now we have to take him to hospital...”

“Oh Jesus” we both said.
“What a nightmare,” I thought. “Only 20km from the end, and now he's not going to finish!”
Soon the commotion died down and we both went back to sleep, happy that we hadn't suffered 

the same fate along the way!
But as I was slumbering, I just couldn't understand how someone could fall out of the top bunk, 

after all, you don't usually fall out of bed when it's on the bottom!
The alarm went off at 5.30am and we “rushed” out of bed, brushed our teeth (with the extra 

minty toothpaste we'd been sharing) grabbed a bit of breakfast and headed off into the darkness, our 
way only lit by the tiny flashlight on the top of my mobile, ever conscious that getting lost at this  
late stage was not an option!

We had to be there before 11.00am so we could get our certificates and the last stamp in our 
credencial, and still be on time for mass at midday, where we would get an official mention from 
the priest. Well, not mentioned in name, but just “two pilgrims who started in St Jean Pied de Port,” 
but that would be enough recognition!

As we crossed the last hill, and sped past Monte do Gozo, we had less than 4km to go, and were  
in  plenty  of  time,  but  nonetheless,  we  seemed  to  be  increasing  the  pace  incessantly,  passing 
pedestrians at the same speed the TGV passes the local trains at, until finally we caught a glimpse of 
the cathedral.

I looked over at her and she was crying, huge teardrops rolling down her cheeks, at the end of an 
achievement she never thought possible. 

When we got there it was like an anti-climax for me, the journey being more important than the 
destination, but as she called her parents to let them know she had arrived, I felt a deep satisfaction 
that I had finished the Camino to Santiago.

We  rushed  to  the  pilgrim  office,  had  our  Credencials  duly  stamped,  were  issued  with  our 
compostelles in  Latin,  after  answering the question “did you take a  bus or taxi at  all?” with a 
resounding “No!” and headed to a café, knowing we had plenty of time to get to the pilgrim mass.

But as we stood outside the cathedral, chatting with another pilgrim we had met along the way 
we were about to receive a huge shock.

“Sorry, we have to go to mass now,” she said to the chatty pilgrim.
“Mass? But it's finished!”
“What? But the mass is at 12.00pm! You must be mistaken.”
“No, it's 1.00pm now.”
“Huh?”
“The clocks went forward an hour on Saturday night!”
And at that point we started to laugh. All that rushing, and anticipation, arriving in plenty of 

time, only to be defeated by the time change. We had been so busy walking, we hadn't noticed, and 
our “old school mobiles” didn't automatically update.

“Ahh, you should get yourself an iPhone” the other pilgrim said, unhelpfully.
We couldn't believe it, but we'd finished and resigned ourselves to waiting it out until the next 

day, had a celebratory Italian meal, and went to bed.

The road to Finistère

We spent the next morning lolling around in bed, taking it easy, and giving our feet and brains a  
duly earned rest!

12.00pm came and the mass started, and either we missed it, or we weren't mentioned, but I 
didn't matter, we had finished the main part of the Camino and were proud of our achievements. 
Little did we know that the next four days would be the hardest and most rewarding of the whole 
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walk!

“It's 2.30pm,” I said, “shall we get going?”
“I suppose so, although I can't be bothered.”
“I know what you mean but if we stay another day here, we won't be in the mood for walking at 

all!”
So we swung our backpacks over our shoulders and set off on the 93km trek towards the most 

westerly  point  in  Spain,  Finistère.  And  after  about  ten  steps  it  started  raining.  Off  came  the 
backpacks, on went the wet gear, and I covered my pack with the same black bag I'd had for the 
previous two weeks.

“Typical,” I said, “Bloody rain! Still, it's only 23km today, we should be there in no time.”
And the rain came down harder, the hills got steeper, and we started to question why we had 

decided to do this stupid “extra” bit of the walk. After all, it wasn't compulsory, and we already had 
our certificates.

“Just keep going,” I said, “take each bit of the hill slowly and stop for a rest when you have to.”
But as usual, I was striding out in front leaving her behind.
“I can't keep up with you, Alan! You're going too fast, and I've got a heavier backpack than you, 

and I'm wearing sandles!”
I had to agree with her, and tried to slow down. But I was getting tired by about 7.00pm and 

knew that if I didn't keep going we were going to be walking in the dark.
I looked over and her faced had changed. Gone was the smiling beautiful face, and in its place 

was one which was angry, really angry! I couldn't tell if she was angry at me, or angry at herself for 
not having the power to keep going.

I figured it was best just to do what I'd done before and not talk! And by the time we arrived at 
our destination for the night, she was definitely in no laughing mood.

“Let's stop at the supermarket and buy some food, here” she said, “the Albergue is out of town.”
“No lets keep going, I'll go back” I said foolishly.
By the time we made it up the hill to our accommodation for the night, her mood was black, and  

she went straight to bed.
I showered quickly, ever mindful that everything was about to close, and set off back down the 

hill, filled four shopping bags with everything I could think of, including 4.5 litres of water, and 
started running back up the hill.

Suddenly I had to stop. I was bent over double in pain. Something had gone in my groin, and it 
felt  pretty  serious.  But  undeterred,  and stopping every ten metres for  a  rest,  I  got  back to  the  
Albergue.

“What? You're crazy!” She said to me. “Why did you do that?”
“Because I said I would and I care,” I replied, wiping the sweat from my brow. “I knew that you 

were in pain and I thought it would be better to get you here, so you could shower and change into  
something dry.”

“Thank you,” she replied with a big smile, and planted a huge kiss on my lips.
As I settled down with at least four cold beers to cool down, I could notice a twinge in my groin,  

but as I often do, duly ignored it. Big Mistake.
After a huge breakfast, we packed the food away, and I realised that I'd bought way too much, 

attached the swinging carrier bag to my pack and we set off.

Pain!

We turned up the first hill 100 metres from the Albergue, and suddenly I had to bend over double 
again, I was in agony.

“What's wrong?”
“Uh Oh, something just went in my groin, this isn't good.” And indeed it wasn't, as we had 30km 
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to do uphill to Olveira, the next public Albergue.
“Ok, we'll slow down, take it easy.”
I knew what was causing it, I'd felt it the previous night, and with the weight of the shopping in 

the bag swinging from side to side on my inappropriate backpack, knew that the chances of me 
making 5km was slim, let alone 30km.

I kept stopping at every hill, looking up at it and groaning “oh no...”
I was so angry at myself for causing myself this pain. I'd completed nearly 800km comfortably, 

and here I was about to have to resign three days from the end.
“You keep going, I don't want to hold you back.” 
No. No. No. We're going to finish this together Alan, I told you that.
“Yes, but what if I have to stop? I know you desperately want to get there. Me, I'll stop if I have  

to, I'm not going to kill myself.
Hour after hour passed, and I stopped at every opportunity. I took ibuprofen, I rubbed ibuprofen 

on my leg, but it didn't work, and in truth, the only thing that kept me going that morning, was the  
hugs and power kisses before the hills. That gave me energy. That made me want to overcome the 
pain and finish.

But 9km and six hours later, I knew I had to stop. Fortunately, there was a private Albergue and a 
bar-restaurant there, and we stopped for coffee.

I told her I felt like I was being pushed on faster than I could go, because she wanted to finish on 
the 31st, but she tenderly said to me “it's Ok if we finish on the 1st. What's one more day?” And we 
settled  into  our  Albergue,  washed  our  clothes,  wrapped  ourselves  in  a  blanket  and  spent  the 
afternoon kissing in bed!

“Now that's more like it, I thought” as the pain slowly disappeared with every embrace.
“Nurofen? Ha! This is the cure!”

“Stranger than Fiction”

All too soon, the next morning came around, and the stark realisation that the pain in my groin, had 
not only not gone away, it was worse.

“You should go on without me.” I said.
“No! I've told you that we walk together.”
“Yes, but if I have to catch a bus, you'll be left in the middle of nowhere with a huge distance to 

walk on your own.”
“But we can walk together!”
“No, seriously, you should go on your own.”
But as she walked off, I called “don't leave me!” I don't know what came over me, it just came  

out. But I knew if I was to make the 40km to Cee, I had to walk alone, it was the only way I could 
muster up my pilgrim power. And as she walked off into the distance, I had a funny feeling that this 
was  it.  I  would  have  to  retire  and catch  a  bus.  I  lit  a  cigarette,  grabbed my stick  and started 
sheepishly walking in the same direction.

 The previous night, I had thrown away everything which was weighing me down, including my 
full  notebook of stories for the book I planned to write.  Nothing was more important than my 
health, I concluded, and if I needed the notes, well, I would just have to try and remember them!

But as I started walking something seemed to change. My body started to work again, I no longer  
felt pain, and my speed marching returned. I couldn't believe it!

“You might just make this Alan,” I told myself.
I walked alone for at least 10km but out of the blue, as I passed a café, I heard “Alan! Alan!”
I was so happy! I'd caught up with her. Thank God!
“Hold out your hands, and close your eyes! I've got a present for you,” she said excitedly.
I did as I was told, thinking it must be some chocolate or something, but too my surprise it just 
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felt cold and wet!
I opened my eyes with a start.
“I can't believe it! What the hell? Where did you find it?”
“It was lying in the path in front of me!
What she was referring to was my woolly hat from Darjeeling I had lost in the Albergue two 

days previously.
“Huh?” I said. “How's it possible?”
“I know! At first I thought I must have taken the wrong road and being going backwards” she 

said.
“But I checked the Albergue, we were the last ones to leave. I'm confused!”
“I know! I saw it lying there and thought, that looks like Alan's hat!”
“But how did it get ahead of us? If someone had stolen it, they would have kept it surely not 

tossed it in the street?”
We mused this problem for many kilometres, both of us truly happy to be together again.
“Are you sure you feel alright?” She asked.
“Never better! Weird eh?”

Queen of the hills

Now, when I'm feeling strong and fit, I consider myself a bit of a hill specialist, but on that day, I 
had so much admiration for someone who not only beat me up the hills, but powered up them like 
they weren't even there!

“I see you're using your pilgrim power,” I said, huffing and puffing up every one, ever careful 
not to overstretch my groin again.

“I don't know why, I've just got loads of energy!”
Secretly, I put it down to the power kisses before each hill, but nonetheless, crowned her “queen 

of the hills.”
Someone who had undergone a tremendous amount of suffering over the previous few years, not 

only finishing the Camino de Santiago de Compostela, but now, powering past me, in inappropriate 
walking sandals,  and a heavy backpack. This was someone with true determination,  true spirit, 
someone I could look up to. Gone was the girl who thought negatively about her ability to climb 
every hill, and its place was a beautiful confident woman, who could overcome any obstacle. And 
do you know the best bit about it? I got to kiss her every day!

That day, I could have claimed Divine Intervention for helping me get to the end, but in my 
heart, I knew there was only one person I could thank for helping me finish, and as such, crowned 
her “queen of the hills”!

Somehow we were flying up and down the hills,  like they weren't even there, and when we 
turned the corner and I shouted “I can see the sea!!!! You have to buy the Ice-Creams!” I knew that 
everything we had gone through had been worth it.

The rain had come to a stop earlier in the day, and the sun was out to play. We had done nearly  
43km and were absolutely exhausted, but that night, we went to bed in our little Albergue almost  
totally content in the knowledge that we had come from the Pyrenees and were now only 16km 
from the most westerly point of Spain, and that was as far as we could go (unless we decided to 
swim to South America!)

Cee to the Sea! 

Ok, so it's a funny name for a place, but Cee was the last town before Fisterra, 3.5km from the end 
of the walk, so it was an important morning for us, as we finished our last bag of muesli, and soy 
yoghurts,  loaded ourselves  with  tea  and  coffee,  and  headed  into  the  beautiful  blue  day which 
greeted us.
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“So which way is it?” I said.
“Erm, this way, there aren't any arrows.”
“Oh shit, I think it's up that bloody hill.
We laughed, as we pushed our way up the hill, knowing that this would (hopefully) be the last 

hill, as (hopefully) Fisterra was at sea level!
And just as we'd hoped, the path opened up, and the land began dropping in front of us, the white 

waves rolling gently into the bay. Suddenly I saw a sign for the “Playa” and instantly felt like I was  
on holiday.

“There it is! Oh My God!”
And there was the beach of Fisterra, bending round the bay, it's golden sands like a, actually, I  

don't know how to describe it, I'll leave that for the poets, but with a countdown of 10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5,'t 
4, 3, 2, 1 our feet touched the sand.

“Quick, take your shoes off!” I said excitedly as I turned to kiss and hug her...
“I'm going to call my parents” she said.
“Good idea, I'll call my Mum.”
“Mum.”
“What?”
“Listen to that.”
I put the phone next to the gently breaking waves.
And in a moment of pure irony she said casually, “Oh no, Alan, is that rain?”
Ha Ha. You could always trust my Mum to ruin the moment!
“No Mum it's the sea. We're here!!!”
“Wow. Amazing!”
We walked hand in hand along the beach with the cool Atlantic waters soothing our burning feet, 

and picked Scallop shells, the sign of the Camino. The sign that we had been there. That we had 
reached Fisterra. We had made it, like the thousands of pilgrims before, over hundreds of years. 
That we were at the end of the world, as they used to call it, and incredibly happy.

As we walked to the end of the beach, shells in hand, we walked barefoot into the town, with me 
secretly pleased I hadn't been stupid enough to attempt to walk this barefoot.

We got  our  certificates,  checked  into  a  hotel  where  we didn't  have  to  put  up  with  snoring 
pilgrims lying two feet away in the next bunk, changed out of our walking clothes, and went to the 
shop to get ice cream!

“Uno Magnum Gold,  y uno Magnum Double Chocolate” I said in my best Spanish, and on 
receiving our two gifts from heaven (for five Euros), sat in the harbour, unwrapped them slowly and 
bit into the ice cold chocolate to taste the beautiful creamy ice cream. 

So, I'd been vegan for about five years, and hadn't had Magnum during all that time, and do you 
know what, at that point, lying with my head in her lap, looking at the ocean, I couldn't have cared 
less.

Over the course of four weeks, I'd eaten cheese of all description, and yoghurts, and just enjoyed 
them – there wasn't any vegan food on the way, and for the first time in years, decided that I had 
look after myself. And I didn't feel bad for the cows one little bit, or thought about all the topics I'd  
written in the previous book about a dairy free diet. Right then, I felt like I was finally breaking free 
of the book that had bound me in chains for the previous three years.

Return to Santiago

As I climbed onto the bus the next day, I felt strange but happy. Strange that I was getting on a bus  
after five weeks of walking, but happy I had made it  to the end. Happy that I had shared this  
journey with someone, someone who was now sitting next to me, someone whose smile and laugh 
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made me feel warm inside. Someone I was falling in love with.
We were so tired, and as the bus twisted and turned along the country road away from the sea, 

and back towards the city, we gently drifted off into a contented sleep.

The next two days seemed to pass so quickly, no sooner were we back in Santiago, than it was time 
to go back home.

For me, home seemed like the place I had spent my life escaping and I couldn't believe that in 
less than 12 hours I was going to be back in London, alone, away from the one person I wanted to 
be with. Away from love and back to the boredom and monotony of a life I had left years before, yet 
kept coming back to.

The alarm went off at 7.00am and I had a shower and packed the last remaining things into my 
bag, wondering how Ryanair would feel when I turned up with a five foot wooden pilgrim stick in 
my bag!

I can't describe how I was feeling that morning, but sad, and empty would be two words. And 
neither was because I was leaving Santiago, it was just a place. And I had left a hundred places just  
like it many times before. No. This was a feeling I'd never had to experience before. I felt like I was 
being pulled in two, my stomach was in knots, and I felt slightly sick (although I think I covered it 
well!).

How could this be happening? How could this be ending? What would happen now? Would we 
ever see each other again?

All these questions raced through my mind, but I didn't say anything.
She was sitting up in bed, and as I kissed her goodbye, I felt like my heart was going to explode,  

and tears were welling up in my eyes.
“Bye..”
“Bye..”
And as I walked out of the hotel room and closed the door behind me, I felt like running back in  

and saying, “I don't want to go. I want to be with you. I don't want to leave you.” But I didn't. I 
knew we both had things we needed to do, in different countries, and that if we were going to be 
together, we would be, no matter the distance between us. And anyway we had made a new list of 
things to do, things we could do together. Surely we wouldn't make a list like that if we were never  
going to see each other again?

And as I sat at the end of the runway, ready for take off, for the first time in my life, I wasn't 
excited to be there. I knew that the place I wanted to be was right back in her arms.

The engines roared into life, the plane thundered down the runway, and in seconds, we were 
airborne.

“Bye Bye Luciana,” I said out the window, “I'll see you soon.”
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Chapter 12

The Road To Lourdes
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4th April 2011.
“What are you doing here?” My Mum asked, as she answered the door in her dressing gown.
“Well, I just thought I would come and see you” I answered.
“Oh it's so good to see you Alan. Where's your car though?”
“Ahh. It's in the Pyrenees.”
“What? Ok, you can tell me all about it later, come in!”

Only three hours before, I'd left Santiago, sad to be leaving the girl who I cared for so much, and 
now, I was back in my old family home. It seemed like a dream, that I had ever driven to France,  
and walked the Camino. It seemed like a dream that I picked sea shells and walked hand in hand 
along the beach with someone I met along the way. And it seemed like a dream that through force of 
circumstance, I had to leave her to come back to England.

“This really sucks” I thought to myself. “What the hell am I doing back here again!?” But I 
consoled myself in the knowledge that I would have to leave again soon to pick up my car. That I  
would soon be seeing the girl I had just kissed goodbye to.

“I miss you so much already” I wrote in a text.
“I miss you and your pilgrim power. Add kiss Luciana to your new to do list!” She replied.
And I felt happy again, knowing the connection was still in place. That no matter how far apart  

we were, we would still feel the same way towards each other we had felt together along the road to 
Santiago.

Writing again!

I hadn't though it would be possible. I'd had so many false starts with new books over the last two 
years, and had ended up deleting them, or (as I did in Spain) tossing away my notebook of stories.

“Al, you know what the problem is?” My friend told me over coffee the next day. “You need to  
write about your experiences in the last three years, that's what people want to read!”

“Really? I don't think so!”
“What? Course they do. They want to know what happened after the natural mind - waking up. 

You left them just hanging at the end of the last book. They want to know what you have learnt  
since then.”

“Really?  Well,  I  think  I  could some it  up in  a  few words  without  writing  a  book about  it. 
Basically, I have learned to forgive myself, forgive everyone else, stop trying to get everyone to 
change, and I've found love. None of all the clever concepts I came up with in the old book mean 
anything to me any more, I've moved on. I am now going to enjoy myself, stop being angry at the  
world, and share my new experiences with someone I care deeply for.

“Well, you should write that down. And this time, don't give the fucking book away for free,  
alright? You need money.”

“I know, I know.”
That afternoon, I sat down at the computer in my old bedroom, in my old house, a place I had 

told my Mum I could never write, and started to write.
Everything was falling into place. Life was on the up I concluded. “This.” I told myself, “is 

going to be a bloody good year!”

Ryanair to the rescue

“How are you going to get your car Alan?” My Mum asked.
“I'm just trying to find somewhere close St Jean Pied de Port, but it's all a bit difficult as it's in the  
foothills of the Pyrenees. Everywhere is miles away or expensive to get to.”

I checked and I checked but nothing seemed to work out. Until I looked at St Jean more closely 
on the map.
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“Hey Mum, do you know Lourdes is only a couple of hours away, and Ryanair flies in there 
cheap.”

“Lourdes eh? Well, you know it's famous for miracles.”
“Is it?”
“Yes, my mother went there years ago, and she was a firm believer in miracles. She says she 

witnessed one.”
“Really, who?”
“I'll tell you another time.”
As someone who didn't believe in the concept of God, as described by the various religions 

around the world, and certainly didn't believe that “God” was healing people in Lourdes, I was a 
little sceptical to say the least especially as my mum had a tendency to over exaggerate stories!

“Why don't you come then Mum?”
“I was going to ask if I could.”
“Well, it's decided then. Great.”
The next morning, my friend drove us to the airport and within an hour we were on our way to 

Lourdes, where (I had hastily read up on it) a young French peasant girl, Bernadette, apparently saw 
an apparition of the Virgin Mary, and countless people had been healed by bathing in the spring.

I couldn't help laughing to myself, that here was I, a firm non believer of God, not only going to 
one of the most important Catholic pilgrimage sites in the world, but had just completed a spiritual 
pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela!

Although I was laughing on the outside, I was beginning to feel a little strange about the whole  
thing. Although I believed the universe to be random, something inside was telling me that perhaps 
all this was happening for a reason.

I shrugged it off, and, as the plane landed, just decided to concentrate on getting the car back.
We shared a taxi with a couple of religious nuts who had been coming to Lourdes for years, and 

checked into a hotel near the Grotto.
“I can't believe I'm here at last, especially on Easter week.” my mum said.
“Yeah, well, it just looks like a tourist trap,” I replied, as we walked through the mountain of 

shops selling cheap prayer beads, and water containers with “Lourdes” written on them. “But,” I 
concluded, “my Mum likes it so I should just make sure she has a good time here.” 
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Chapter 13

Redemption in the Holy Waters
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The first night we were there, there was a torchlight Marian procession in the grotto. I had no idea 
what  it  signified,  or  why we were  all  walking with  candles,  or  what  was coming through the 
loudspeakers, and anyway, my mum had had too many glasses of vin rouge at the restaurant earlier, 
and was gently swaying in the dark.

Nevertheless, candles look nice at night, and although I couldn't have cared less for their stupid 
procession I went along with it, determined to make sure that my mum would experience all that 
Lourdes had to offer during the week!

Into the bath

“Seeing as we're here, we should go into the baths” I said to my mum the next morning.
“Good idea. I'd like to.”
But as we walked into the respective male and female areas, and sat in the queue, I started to feel 

very uneasy about doing this. I couldn't understand why but it felt as though going in there would be 
a bad thing, especially when I read the leaflet we were all handed giving instructions of what to do 
once you were in there. Say a prayer, cross yourself, etc.

But as the queue moved on I got a text from Luciana saying she had just seen a sign for the 
Camino de Santiago de Compostela at her university in Berlin, and that made me happy.

“Everything happens for a reason” my mind interjected.
And perhaps it did. She had also come to Lourdes before walking the Camino, and had also 

taken the immersion bath, then we had met on the walk, and now I was in Lourdes! Weird!
The usher waved a small group of us into the building containing the baths, and I was surprised 

to see a large queue of men in front of me, and six large curtains in front of me, behind which I had 
no clue!

Soon it was my turn and I was beckoned over, and ushered behind one of the curtains, where 
there were six chairs.

We were quietly asked to undress to our underwear.
I was getting nervous now. There I was sitting half naked amongst a group of men I didn't know 

about to undertake a “spiritual” bath. Me who had written about the church, and how I felt the 
church was a bad influence in people's lives. Me who wrote that religion, belief, and worship was  
limiting to the human mind. Me, who would like to see the fall of all such institutions.

The volunteer nodded to me, and took me gently by the arm. In front of me were three men, and 
a rectangular “bath” with steps leading down to it.

Take off your underwear,” the man gently said, “hang them here.”
He then quickly wrapped me in a wet white sheet, and the shock of the cold water took my 

breath away.
“English?”
“Yes?”
And they all started to pray.
I couldn't work out what they were saying but it sounded like a mumbled “Mary full of grace, the 

lord is with thee,” but I couldn't be sure. They then crossed themselves which I also did (the wrong 
way!) and I was taken by the hands by the two men on either side of the bath.

I took one step in and instantly it took my breath away. It was so cold. I couldn't focus. I couldn't 
think of anything.

“Sit down.”
And they guided me gently down. All I could think of was not having a heart attack in the water! 
They then gave me water to drink and wash my face with.
It all seemed to be over in an instant. Then I was led out, the sheet removed and held up to 

protect my “modesty” and I put my underpants back on.
The curtain opened and silently I sat in the small waiting room to get dressed again. The strange 

thing was, as I looked down I noticed that I was almost dry. I shrugged it off, and got dressed.
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When I went outside my mum was waiting for me.
I instinctively went over to her and gave her a big hug.
“I love you mum.” I said. “How was your bath?”
“Amazing. The most amazing thing I've ever done.”
“Me too. I can't describe it.”
And I couldn't and still can't.
It was like a great weight had been lifted from my shoulders. Like a burden I had been carrying 

my whole life was gone, in an instant. All from one bath.
I quickly went into to the church, lit a candle and said a prayer.
“Thank you God for everything. I am sorry I have been bad in my life. But today, I believe. 

Today I believe that you are there for me. I will not forsake you lord. I am your servant. Please 
forgive me.”

I felt radiant. I felt like someone was smiling down on me, and I in turn smiled back. 
I don't know what had come over me. I felt full of love, but not in an Earthly way. Where had 

that prayer come from? I had never prayed in my life. I did not “believe”. I was a sinner, and I liked 
it. But now I had come to Him and found love, eternal love, that only He could have given.

Gone was my desire to free Man from the shackles of religion. I now knew why so many people 
came to church. I had let God into my life and I felt good!

I went out to the area where the large candles are lit, and lit several each time saying a prayer for  
the person I had lit it for.

I felt different. I felt like I was free. Free of Man's inhumanity to Man. Free of Nation. Free of  
anger. Free of the constraints of the Earthly body I was inhabiting. I was universal. I was a part of 
Him, He who created the world through love. He who gave up his only son for us. He who offers us 
salvation through Him.

Divine Intervention?

Both my mother and I had experienced something truly powerful, through a force that words alone 
cannot explain. I had come to Lourdes to pick up my car, and found salvation! I couldn't believe I 
was actually experiencing this. Me, the greatest sinner on Earth!

“Thank you God.” I thought to myself.

That night after dinner, my mum and I were chatting and she said, “I want to tell you a story. It's 
about my birth.”

“Oh yeah?”
“Well, I haven't told you this before because I always thought you wouldn't believe me, but now 

I think it's the right time. Before I was born, I told you my mother came to Lourdes.
“Yes? Go on.”
“Well, she was three months pregnant with me, but she felt like there was something wrong with 

the baby but she couldn't be sure. So she came here and bathed in the waters. Months went on and 
she still thought that there was something wrong. And she was proved to be right. A week before I 
was  due,  she  was  rushed  into  hospital  and  my  father  was  told  by  the  doctors  that  due  to 
complications they didn't expect both mother and baby to make it. My father said 'make sure you 
save the mother, we already have four children and they need a mother.' But that night, my mother 
lay and prayed like she had never prayed before, to Saint Thérèse of Lisieux to save me. And she 
woke to see an apparition of  Saint Thérèse at the end of her bed.”

“You and the baby will live. Everything will be alright.” Saint Thérèse told my mother.
“If the baby lives I will name her after you.”
“The next morning, I was born and here I am.”
“Wow! That's a powerful story mum. Why didn't you tell me that before? ”
“I didn't think you'd believe me.”
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“Well, I do. I think I'm going to start believing in a lot more now. By the way, why didn't your  
mother keep her promise to Saint Thérèse to name you after her?”

“I don't know but I think my father wanted to name me after his mother.” 
“Oh, I see.”
And I went to bed content, with a deep tiredness, that I had never experienced before. And turned 

over to go to sleep.

A strange vision

But I couldn't sleep. I was so hot, I threw off all the covers and opened the window, but still I tossed 
and turned and I was sweating profusely.

“What the hell?” I thought. “Why can't I sleep?”
I was agitated, my mind was racing, and my heartbeat was incredibly fast, and I drifted in and 

out of consciousness. Suddenly I rushed to the bathroom, turned on the light, and screamed, as I  
saw the face of the devil staring back at me. And I woke up.

“Oh my God.” I thought to myself. “What the hell was that?”
It was a dream, but it felt so real, and I couldn't sleep for hours afterwards. I kept seeing myself  

running into the bathroom, only to see myself with the head of the devil. At this point I was scared. 
Really scared. What had happened to me? That day had been incredibly beautiful, where I had 
finally come to accept God into my life, and here was the opposite of God, embodied as me!

The next morning I couldn't shake it off, and I thought it was best if I told my mum.
“That sounds awful, Alan, maybe it was because of the bath?”
“In what way?”
“Well, perhaps it was all part of the cleansing process.”
“Cleansing process?!! How did you sleep last night mum?”
“Perfectly.”
“Right. So why did you have a great sleep and I woke up to seeing myself as a devil in the 

mirror? Surely that's a bit strange isn't it?”
“You're right, it is a bit. Maybe you should go to confession.”
“Yeah I think I will.”

Confession Time

That afternoon, I went to confession, unsure of what to say, as I'd never been before. Nor ever 
believed I needed to! But as I put my hand on the door I heard a voice in my head.

“You have nothing to confess.”
“That's weird” I thought. And proceeded to go in.
“Bless me Father for I have sinned” I started.
And once again heard that same voice in my head.
“You have nothing to confess. Leave this place.”
Try as I might I couldn't  get the voice out of my head, and slightly shaken, got up, walked 

straight out of the confessional, and ran as fast as I could out of the Grotto.
“What the hell?” I thought to myself, as I stood at the entrance, trying to recover my composure. 

I couldn't understand what was going on. Why was this happening? Why had I gone to this stupid 
place in the first place! I hated religion. Why had I chosen Lourdes to fly into? Why couldn't I have 
flown in to another airport?

“Everything happens for a reason,” my mind unhelpfully contributed.
I knew that the voice in my head wasn't the devil, it was my voice. This was all a trick of the 

mind.
“It is not a trick,” my mind added.
Of course it was. There is no such thing as the devil.
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“Isn't there?”
I was becoming increasingly worried for my own sanity at that moment, and walked back to the 

hotel quickly, and ordered a beer, swiftly followed by three more. But still I couldn't get the vision 
out of my head of the previous night. I decided to write a dialogue with myself to see if I could get 
to the bottom of it all.

A dialogue with the Devil

Me: So I'm talking with the devil right?
Devil: You can call me what you like. I did not tell you my name.
Me: Ha! That's what God said when I had a dialogue with him.
Devil: I know.
Me: Oh so he told you did he?
Devil: No. You did.
Me: Oh. Really? But I've never had a dialogue with you before.
Devil: Of course you have.
Me: Really? When?
Devil: I am always with you.
Me: Oh, I thought that was God who said that?
Devil: He did.
Me: Oh I see, so you and God the same? Or are you the opposite of God, whereby God is light 

and you are darkness?
Devil: Why would I be?
Me: Well in Christianity you are seen as the personification of evil, and we associate that with 

darkness.
Devil: You really shouldn't believe everything everybody tells you.
Me: I don't. That's why I'm asking you!
Devil: You humans are all the same. Constantly dividing. Black. White. Good. Evil. You are the 

epitome of duality.
Me: Yes I know that. But I am trying to transcend it into a space where neither exist.
Devil: But you exist.
Me: I don't understand.
Devil: Everything has its equal.
Me: So you and God are equal? That's going to upset a lot of people when they hear that.
Devil: Let them be upset. That is their choice.
Me: I know. But why are you seen as someone who brings death and destruction to humanity?
Devil: I don't. You do.
Me: Do I? I don't think so. I am trying to bring love and compassion to the world. I wrote a  

book trying to help people change so that there would be peace in the world.
Devil: Peace? What do you know of peace? Since the beginning of time humans have brought 

misery and suffering upon themselves and their brothers. You talk of peace yet you create 
war.

Me: War? I am anti-war!
Devil: You say. But you are not otherwise there would be peace on Earth.
Me: So what you're saying is, that I personally am bringing war and destruction to the Earth!? 

That's the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard. I am a pacifist.
Devil: So why are you having a dialogue with the devil?
Me: Well, I just wanted to find out why I had that strange dream where I saw myself standing in 

front of the mirror with the head of the devil, and having strange thoughts when I went to  
confession? 

Devil: The mind is very tricky.
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Me: So you're saying these thoughts didn't come from you?
Devil: That is what I am saying.
Me: But if they didn't come from you who did they come from? Me? That's absurd.
Devil: You are the creator of all that you experience, and if you wish to experience evil that is  

what I will reflect back to you.
Me: I want to create darkness? No. That's not true. I have turned to God. I have put myself in  

His hands.
Devil: Then why have you written that you want to see the Church crumble, and have preached 

that the best thing for the world is to let chaos ensue?
Me: No! I just want to help people understand. I want to help set them free.
Devil: So they can serve you.
Me: No. You're wrong.
Devil: Then why did you write that book. Why have you been so obsessed by getting people to 

read it. Why do you care?
Me: Because they need to wake up. The people need to see that they are being controlled. That 

the real agents of evil are those in power.
Devil: So why do you want to destroy them?
Me: I don't want to destroy anyone. I am a bloody vegetarian for God's sake. I want to save the 

world.
Devil: Yes. But according to whose rules?
Me: Nobody's. I want everyone to think for themselves.
Devil: Then why do you not let them think for themselves? You are the one who is trying to  

control them.
Me: No!!

I can't believe it. That was not what I was expecting. I can't understand what the devil was trying to  
tell me. Was he, (or should I say I) trying to infer that me, the writer of the natural mind - waking 
up, who was trying to help people the world over, secretly want chaos? Did I want a society with no 
rules, and anarchy, according to my rules?

I'm worried. What if he was right? What if, all this time, I was trying to push my literature which  
would not only not help the world, but result in its demise?

I'm tired. That dialogue took a lot out of me. I need to go to bed and clear my mind. After all,  
tomorrow's Easter Sunday, the day of my birth, and I have to make sure I'm at the church on time 
for mass. And I probably shouldn't tell mum about this dialogue, it will probably just worry her. 
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Chapter 14

The End of Alan Macmillan Orr?
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Well, it's Easter Sunday, the 24th April 2011. I was born on this day many years ago. I started life a 
small baby who made nothing but happy gurgling sounds, and here I am having just had a dialogue 
with the Devil. That's not good.

I want to bring peace into the world, but something deep inside me is telling me that perhaps 
that's not what I want at all. Perhaps my ego hasn't been shattered. Perhaps I am like all people who 
get an idea, and use it to manipulate others. Perhaps I am the personification of the Devil, but I don't 
think so. After all, I am a vegetarian, and I know love.

Well I don't know what is causing me to write all this, and I am getting seriously worried that I 
am either going slightly insane, which is probably the case, or I am possessed by some supernatural 
demon and I need to see a priest to have an exorcism. This book isn't turning out the way I wanted it 
to, yet I can't stop writing. I don't want people to see me in a bad light. After all, thousands of 
people have said that reading the last book really helped them. But perhaps after I attend mass today 
I will see a priest and he will be able to help me.

9.00am

“Morning mum, did you sleep well?”
“Yes thanks. I slept like a log. You?”
“Yeah good thanks.”
“All ready for mass today?”
“Yes I'm looking forward to it.”

I was happy walking into the Grotto that morning. Things might be looking up, I concluded. I 
would see a  priest  and explain what  was going on, and he would probably have some logical 
explanation. But as I entered the main Basilica I heard a voice echoing in the back of my mind.

“You should not be here!”
“But it is MY house.”
What the fuck? I must seriously be losing my mind. I started sweating, and put on a fake smile 

when my mother looked over. What was going on in my head? Was I starting to lose a grip on 
reality? How could I have found God in one day, and then found the Devil the next? How was it  
possible.

“Because if one thing exists, it's opposite must exist” echoed in my head.
Great. So now I have opened up and let God in, I must also let the Devil in? That can't be right. 

How about all these people who attend church and pray to God. Surely they are pure?
“And what of all the evil deeds done by people who attend church, including those who preach 

love and compassion?” My mind answered.
I had a bath in Lourdes and now I have let not only God, but the Devil into my life. How am I  

going to live in this world now? How can I talk to people about love and compassion yet be writing 
of darkness and chaos? I can no longer live in this world as I had intended. I cannot be the agent of 
light and the agent of darkness.

How was I going to tell Luciana? How would she react when she read these words, after all, she 
was deeply religious. This would destroy any chance of a relationship with her. She would surely 
hate me now.

“But you can destroy the book,” said a voice in my head.
“NO! The people must read it” came a dark reply. 
“Sorry mum, I've got to go” I said quietly.
“OK Alan, but can't you just stay till the end? 
“NO! I've got to go.”

Once outside, I took a moment to gather my composure, and noticed that my hands were sweating, 
as was my back.
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“Damn. It's so damn hot here. I've got to find some shade,” I thought.
I must find a priest to talk to I thought, but it was Easter Sunday and they were all in Mass. So I  

walked over to the water taps to get some holy water to cool down with. I was feeling very agitated 
and my body felt on fire. 

“Maybe I'm having a mental breakdown” I thought, that being a more logical explanation than 
being an agent of darkness in the world.

And I washed my face and drank the cool spring water.
“Ahhh that's better” I said out loud, and I started to calm down. Maybe this was all in my head. 

Actually I knew it was all in my head. And I actually laughed out loud. What had I been thinking? I 
was fine. It was just my stupid overworked mind playing tricks on me as usual!

I met my mum outside the Basilica a little while later.
“Why did you leave Alan?”
“Oh, it was just a bit hot.”
“Oh it was a wonderful service. You could feel God's presence.”
And at that moment my hands started to sweat again.
“Are you alright, Alan?” my mum asked, a little concerned.
“Yes fine thanks. Just a bit hot.”
“You're probably a bit tired too. After all, you've been working hard on that book all the time.
“Yeah I know. That's true.”
“You should give your brain a rest dear.”
“I know I should, I think too much. It's just this stupid book it's driving me crazy.”
“Well, stop writing then.”
“I think I might. In fact, I'm thinking of not publishing it at all.”
“What? Of course you must publish it.”
Secretly I was thinking “I don't want to publish it in case my mum reads it. What will she think  

of this part. What will she think of me? And what will the girl I care so much for think about it, she  
will surely hate me, and I will be alone again. What of my friends who like all the work I've done so 
far? No one will talk to me. They'll all think I've gone mad.

But in my heart I knew I wasn't mad. Something was taking me over and I didn't like it one bit.
We walked back to the hotel and I shut myself in my room.

Me: Why are you doing this to me?
Devil: I am not doing anything to you.
Me: Yes you are. You are trying to infect me with evil thoughts, the thoughts of the Devil. I  

want to take people into the light, not the darkness.
Devil: They are your thoughts. You created them.
Me: How could I? You know I want the best for humanity. I want to see an end to suffering and 

war.
Devil: Then create it.
Me: How?
Devil: Through Me.
Me: Yes But who are you?
Devil: I am the reflection of all that you are.
Me: But you are the Devil.
Devil: No. I am not. You gave me that name. I told you before.
Me: I know you did.
Devil: You are writing this as a reflection of your own thoughts, there is no me that is not you.
Me: So I am the Devil? Seriously! This is pathetic!
Devil: I did not give you that name, there is no such thing as the Devil. It is a creation in the  

minds of humans. You who seek to control the minds of others, you who seek to influence 
people through your words. You who seek to control the world.
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Me: I do not wish to control the world. I just want a different society. I want people to create a 
better world for themselves. 

Devil: Then why not let them create it for themselves?
Me: Because they can't. They are too stupid. They follow anyone and everyone.
Devil: So you want them to follow you?
Me: No! But I know a path to freedom, and I want to share it with them.
Devil: But why?
Me: Because if the humans aren't careful they are going to end up destroying this beautiful 

world and everything in it. I cannot allow that to happen.
Devil: Allow? Who are you to allow anything? Who are you? You are no one! You do not have 

the power to allow. You are as stupid as the rest of them.
Me: Look, the Mayans predicted that the end of the world would come on the 21st December 

2012, I'm here to stop that happening.
Devil: What will you do? Can you feed all the starving children, will you alleviate poverty, will  

you stop Man's eternal suffering? No you will not. You do not have the power to do so. It is 
only through Me that that can happen.

Me: So why don't you do something about it?
Devil: It is not my job.
Me: So, if I follow you will you save them?
Devil: Why would you follow me? I am just a reflection of you.
Me: Well, I'm now completely confused, tell me what to do.
Devil: You know what you have to do. You have always known.
Me: No. I don't.
Devil: Yes you do. The true path to freedom can only be achieved through the renunciation of 

everything  that  has  gone  before,  by  laying  down  all  notions  of  God,  and  stopping 
worshipping idols, will they see a new way.

Me: But wait a minute. You're just trying to make people give up God, who is light, and follow 
you into the darkness.

Devil: But why is darkness such a bad place? Is it not beautiful in the same way light is? The 
darkness is not evil.  Evil  is a concept in the human mind. The path to freedom is not 
always clear. Let me ask you a question 'If you close your eyes, or shut yourself in a room 
with no windows, and no light, is that evil? Is that bad?

Me: No, of course not. But it is your intention I am worried about.
Devil: I have no intention, it is you who has intention.
Me: So what do I do?
Devil: You know what to do. Let the people experience the darkness. Let them come before me 

and I  will  show them the  path.  If  the  religions  of  the  world  build  their  cathedrals  to 
celebrate the light, let us build a black cathedral to celebrate the darkness. Let the people 
come on the day they believe the world will end, and celebrate the darkness with me.

Me: Yes, my Father.
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